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Abstract 
This oral history research explored and examined the experiences and memories 
of people who lived in the Southern Appalachian region during the years preceding and 
following the chestnut blight pandemic. The project examined experiences from an 
environmental history perspective, addressing the economic and cultural significance of 
chestnut pre and post blight, and attitudes and feelings concerning American chestnut 
restoration efforts.  
The American Chestnut Oral History Collection includes forty-five interviews, 
recorded between May and December 2008.  Twenty-seven of them were recorded with 
people who have memories of the importance of American chestnut in southern 
Appalachia.  These interviews were conducted across Kentucky, North Carolina, 
Tennessee, Georgia, Alabama, and Virginia.  These twenty-seven recordings represent 
thirty-three interviewees who range in age from 60 to 94 years old.  An additional 
eighteen recordings were made at The American Chestnut Foundation’s 25th Anniversary 
Meeting in October 2008 representing nineteen Foundation members.  All recordings 
were transcribed.  The stories of fifty-two people are archived in the present Collection.   
Recorded accounts of the American chestnut articulate the importance of 
American chestnut to the people in southern Appalachia.  These documented thoughts on 
restoration also lend insight into why individuals undertake efforts of this magnitude.  
Many TACF members, who are active in the restoration of American chestnut, first 
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encountered the American chestnut through a shared story or experience with a parent or 
grandparent.  It is my hope that these recordings will be useful in educating and 
connecting younger generations with the American chestnut and the restoration effort.   
 
  
v 
 
  
Table of Contents 
  
Chapter I: Introduction…………...…………………………………………………… 1 
American chestnut and the Blight Pandemic……………………………………………. 1 
The American Chestnut Foundation…………………………………………………….. 7 
Oral History and Narrative Research……………………………………………………. 8 
Purpose of Research……………………………………………………………………... 10 
  
Chapter II: Study Methods and Qualitative Research………………………………. 12 
IRB Approval and Interview Schedule………………………………………………….. 12 
Interviewee Demographics………………………………………………………………. 13 
Transcription and Qualitative Analysis………………………………………………….. 14 
  
Chapter III:  Analysis of Oral History Collection……………………………………. 16 
Chestnut Abundance, Size, and Growth Habit…………………………………………... 17 
Gathering and Storing Chestnuts………………………………………………………… 19 
Trading and Selling Chestnuts…………………………………………………………... 24 
The Chestnut and Tanning Leather……………………………………………………… 26 
Preparing and Eating Chestnuts…………………………………………………………. 27 
Livestock and Wildlife Importance……………………………………………………… 30 
Chestnut Wood and Building……………………………………………………………. 35 
Chestnut as Firewood……………………………………………………………………. 39 
Community and Familial Importance…………………………………………………… 40 
Responses to and Memories of Chestnut Blight………………………………………… 47 
Thoughts on Restoration and Future Roles of Chestnut………………………………… 53 
  
Chapter IV:  Discussion………………………………………………………………... 60 
Extinction of Experience…………………………………………………………………  60 
Role of Oral History in Restoration of American chestnut……………………………… 63 
Future Implications for American chestnut Oral History………………………………... 68 
  
Chapter V: Conclusion………………………………………………………………… 70 
  
Figures and Tables……………………………………………………………………... 71 
  
Literature Cited………………………………………………………………………… 95 
  
Appendix A: UTC IRB Approval Letter……………………………………………… 100 
Appendix B: UTC IRB Renewal Letter………………………………………………. 101 
Appendix C: Participant Gift and Release Agreement………………………………. 102 
Appendix D: Participant Informed Consent Form…………………………………... 103 
Appendix E: Interview Schedule……………………………………………………… 104 
 
  
vi 
 
List of Tables 
 
Table 1.1 Membership numbers for The American Chestnut Foundation from 
1983 to 2008. 71 
Table 2.1 Interviewee demographics for American Chestnut Oral History 
Project participants. Includes name, hometown, county, 
state, year of birth, and interview date.  72 
Table 2.2 Interviewee demographics for TACF Member interviews at 25th 
Anniversary Meeting.  Includes name, state chapter 
affiliation, and interview date. 73 
Table 3.1 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut Abundance, 
Size and Growth Habit. 74 
Table 3.2 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Gathering and Storing 
Chestnuts. 75 
Table 3.3 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Trading and Selling 
Chestnut. 76 
Table 3.4 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut and Tanning 
Leather. 77 
Table 3.5 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Eating Chestnut. 78 
Table 3.6 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Livestock and Wildlife 
Importance. 79 
Table 3.7 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut Wood and 
Building. 80 
Table 3.8 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut as Firewood.  82 
Table 3.9 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Community and 
Familial Importance. 83 
Table 3.10 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Responses to and 
Memories of Chestnut Blight. 84 
Table 3.11 Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Thoughts on Restoration 
and Future Roles of Chestnut. 86 
Table 4.1 The American Chestnut Foundation member responses to question,  
“What motivated you to get involved in the chestnut 
restoration effort?” 89 
 
  
vii 
 
List of Figures 
Figure 1.1 Range of American chestnut, Castanea dentata. 90 
Figure 1.2 Spatial distribution of density of American chestnut-related place 
names (top 10 and 20% quartile) and the natural range of 
American chestnut. Fei, 2007 91 
Figure 1.3 The American Chestnut Foundation, map of US States with TACF 
Chapters. 92 
Figure 1.4 The American Chestnut Foundation’s Backcross Breeding Program 
Diagram. 93 
Figure 2.1 Map of counties in which interviews were conducted for American 
Chestnut Oral History Project, within range of American 
chestnut. 94 
 
 
  
1 
CHAPTER I. Introduction 
 
My oral history research explored and examined the experiences and memories of 
people who lived in the Southern Appalachian region during the years preceding and 
following the chestnut blight pandemic. The project examined experiences from an 
environmental history perspective, addressing the economic and cultural significance of 
chestnut pre and post blight, and attitudes and feelings concerning American chestnut 
restoration efforts.  
 
American Chestnut and the Blight Pandemic 
American chestnut, Castanea dentata, once covered more than two hundred 
million acres along the Appalachian mountain range of North America, stretching from 
Maine to Mississippi (Figure 1).  Preceding the blight, C. dentata was thought to 
dominate over two million acres of forestland across its range (MacDonald, 1978).  
American chestnut played important roles ecologically within the eastern forests, and 
supported American Indian cultures for thousands of years preceding white settlement 
(Davis, 2000).  As Europeans started settling the Appalachian mountains, chestnut was a 
premier source of food, livestock feed, and durable wood making settlement possible.  
Traditional use and dependence on native chestnut continued up until the chestnut blight 
pandemic in the early 1900s, which marked a serious loss to the Appalachian hardwood 
forests and its people (Bolgiano, 1998).   
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American chestnut is among the fastest growing hardwoods in North America, 
and was once valuable as a consistent and abundant nut producer.  Traits shared within 
the Castanea genus include the ability to regenerate via coppicing, or stump sprouts.  The 
fruit of American chestnuts are characterized as being smaller than Asian or Europeans, 
but much sweeter in taste.  The American chestnut tree reached its greatest size in the 
southern Appalachian region (Ayers and Ashe, 1905).  It was not uncommon to see an 
American chestnut more than 100 feet tall and more than 10 feet in diameter.  These trees 
once comprised up to 20% of the Appalachian forests, and in certain areas along steep 
slopes where conditions were right, they accounted for as much as 1/3rd of all tree species 
(Kulman, 1978).  Commonly growing between 1,000 and 4,000 feet in altitude, the use of 
chestnut in witness tree records for distinguishing property lines across its range indicates 
that chestnut was abundant and dominant across the Appalachians (Paillet, 2002). 
Throughout history there is much evidence linking trees with culture.   Trees 
having ecological, technical, or economic importance to a culture are then incorporated 
into landscape, craft, and folklore (Jones, 2002).  The American chestnut tree also played 
important roles ecologically, economically, and culturally in the southern Appalachians.  
Being a keystone species in southern Appalachian forest ecosystems, native chestnut had 
a profound effect on the structure of the biologic community.  The nuts that blanketed 
forest floors in the fall provided important mast for hogs, cattle, deer, turkey, squirrels, 
raccoon, grouse, and other wildlife.  Large trees consistently produced up to 10 bushels 
or more annually, which maintained healthy game animal populations (Davis, 2005).   
Preceding white settlers, the Cherokee were directly dependent on chestnut as a 
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medicinal remedy as well as food.  The nuts were regularly ground into a meal and used 
in breads or other baked goods, and the leaves and sprouts were used for their healing 
properties (Wigginton, 1972).   
The Scotch-Irish and English who largely settled the southern Appalachian region 
found their traditional agricultural practices appropriate in the New World.  Bottomland 
was cleared for crops, and forests were used for free grazing herd animals such as cattle 
and hogs.  Instead of fencing livestock in, crop fields were fenced to keep animals out.  
The practice of mountain grazing continued through the early 20th century until stock 
laws, requiring that animals be confined to fenced areas, made the practice illegal.  
Frederick Law Olmstead, in his travels throughout Appalachia in the 1850’s noted the 
superiority of hogs in the region, which foraged on chestnut mast throughout the fall 
months before slaughter (Olmstead, 1860).  Hog meat was preferred, and represented an 
important source of protein for mountain people.  This reliable source of food and 
wildlife feed facilitated settlement across the Appalachian region.  Throughout the early 
to mid 1800s, as the mountains became more accessible, livestock was routinely driven to 
trade centers including Asheville, Charleston, Augusta and Savannah for sale.  Chestnut 
mast in the forests along these routes allowed for long distance travel and trade, and was 
an important source of income across the Appalachians (Davis, 2000).    
Native chestnut was not only a livestock feed, but also an important dietary staple 
for early white settlers already familiar with the European chestnut species.  Appalachian 
settlers traditionally boiled, baked, and roasted the nuts to eat throughout fall and winter 
months.  Chestnuts were also gathered and traded as a commodity at stores for staples 
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such as sugar, coffee, or shoes among other things.  As the railroads pushed deeper into 
the mountains and became more accessible, the nuts were put in freight cars and carried 
to urban centers such as Baltimore, New York, and Philadelphia for sale (Freinkel, 2007).     
For the people of the southern Appalachian region, American chestnut wood was 
an important resource.  It was resistant to decay and split easily, making it the preferred 
wood for fencing, furniture, flooring, roofing shakes, and siding for cabins.  Split rail 
fences were a particularly popular fencing style because they were easy to construct and 
move from one place to another (Stilgoe, 1982).  Small-scale logging was common 
practice among mountaineers as a means of supplementing incomes.  Deforestation 
increased dramatically in the southeast with the onslaught of industrial scale logging 
popularized in the late 1800s, and made possible by improved roads and the addition of 
railroads through the mountains.  Because of its versatility and abundance, American 
chestnut was among the most popular trees to log through the early 1900s.  American 
Forestry magazine, in 1915 published an article claiming that the trees’ versatility “has 
given chestnut a greater variety of uses than almost any other American hardwood.”  
Native chestnut was largely considered the only manageable timber species of interest 
because of its dominance and unparalleled growth rate (Buttrick and Holmes, 1913).  The 
wood was consistently used for telephone poles, mine shaft supports, as well as railroad 
ties across the United States.  Because of its high tannic acid content, chestnut wood and 
bark were harvested for use in the leather tanning industry, and were often referred to as 
“tan bark” or “acid wood.”  In the 1930s more than half of the vegetable based tannins in 
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the US were being produced in the southern Appalachian region, and American chestnut 
largely fueled these plants (Davis, 2005).   
The American chestnut largely defined the southern Appalachian landscape, and 
its cultural significance is evident in the many mountains and communities that carry the 
tree's name.  Place names attached to specific areas lend insight into the cultural and 
natural history of that place (Randall, 2001).  Tree species are often incorporated into 
place names, and across the southeast there are “chestnut” places that fall within the 
historic range of the chestnut tree.  These include streets, ridges, mountains, churches, 
schools, cemeteries, and lakes.  In the southeastern United States 1,094 associated place 
names were identified with the common name chestnut.  Chestnut was the second most 
commonplace name, following Beech (Fei, 2007).  Furthermore, the highest density of 
chestnut-related place names occurred in the southern Appalachian region including 
Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, Virginia and Georgia (Figure 1.2).  This is also the 
region where C. dentata reached its greatest size and abundance.  The strong association 
between chestnut-related place names in the southern Appalachian region is indicative of 
the tree’s natural and cultural importance in this region.    
The chestnut blight, Cyrphonectria parasitica was introduced to North America 
on Japanese chestnut nursery stock in the late 19th century.  Foresters at the New York 
Zoological Park (later the Bronx Zoo) first noticed the fungus on American chestnut trees 
in 1904, and efforts to cure the sickened trees failed.  The chestnut blight pandemic 
moved more or less concentrically from New York at a pace of between 30 and 50 miles 
per year, affecting every individual tree in North America (Roane et al., 1986).  Native 
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chestnuts were girdled by the fungal mycelium under the bark, and typically died within a 
year of infection.  Both the efforts of federal experts and academics were in vain.  
Chestnut blight reached the giant trees of the southern Appalachian region between the 
1920s and 1940s, devastating populations in the Great Smoky Mountains by the mid 
1920s.  The blight was considered to have completely run its course by the 1950s, and not 
a single individual American chestnut was left unaffected.  At this time professional 
foresters recommended that land-owners remove all blighted chestnut of commercial 
value (Buttrick, 1915).  As the blight fungus cannot live in the soil, American chestnut 
trees could still coppice and produce stump sprouts, but these young trees are typically 
killed by the blight within a few years.  These stump sprouts can still be found throughout 
C. dentata’s range (Craddock, 1998).  The Blight Fungus lives on but does not kill some 
Oak species (Roane et. al, 1986).   
In the southern Appalachian region, the chestnut blight signified a marked shift 
away from the self-reliant traditions and folkways that had previously characterized the 
region.  Through the 1930s and 40s family size decreased, farmsteads decreased, and 
more food and furniture were “store bought” (Davis, 2005).  The bust of the coal 
industry, loss of farmable land as a result of severe logging followed by flooding 
episodes, and the building of the TVA dams all contributed to this cultural shift.  Rural 
Appalachia experienced an outmigration to more populated urban centers across the 
Midwest and Northeast (Eller, 1982).  Native chestnut was one of the most important 
resources to the mountaineers of southern Appalachian, and its loss marked the passing of 
traditional subsistence farming in the region.   
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The American Chestnut Foundation 
The American Chestnut Foundation (TACF) is a not for profit organization 
dedicated to restoration of C. dentata since 1983.  Organized into state chapters across 
the eastern United States, TACF's mission is to restore the American chestnut tree to its 
native range within the woodlands of the eastern United States, using a scientific research 
and breeding program developed by the organization’s founders (Figure 1.2) (Burnham et 
al., 1986).   
American chestnuts hybridized with resistant Asian Castanea species by the 
USDA in the 1960s were initially used by TACF, and the organization picked up where 
the federal program had left off.  Because Asian chestnut species are resistant to chestnut 
blight, the organization is working to incorporate genes for resistance into C. dentata to 
create populations of American-type hybrid trees that are resistant to blight.  These 
populations should exhibit all morphological characteristics of C. dentata, but will in fact 
be hybrids (Figure 1.3).  TACF has its main research farm at Meadowview, Virginia 
where it raises trees for backcross breeding, but state chapters also maintain orchards.  
These backcross orchards are often on members’ private property, and state chapters also 
actively pollinate and collect pollen from rare American chestnuts that have escaped or 
survived the blight, at least temporarily, and flower in the wild.  These trees are important 
to the breeding program as a means of maintaining genetic diversity across the tree’s 
native range.  All state chapters maintain mother trees and have their own breeding 
programs.  
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TACF is currently testing advanced generations of blight resistant American-type 
hybrid chestnut trees in the National Forests and on private land.  These hybrid type trees 
are expected to thrive in forests across the range of American chestnut, meaning they will 
survive and reproduce in the wild.  The monumental task of restoring American chestnut 
to its former habitat is ambitious, and TACF is optimistic about the success of these 
hybrids.  In the spring of 2009 the U.S. Forest Service planted over 500 hybrid trees in 3 
National Forests (TACF, 2009).  Interest in TACF’s work and membership has grown 
significantly in the past 5 to 10 years, a reflection of the success of the breeding program 
(Table 1.1). 
It is an exciting time in the history of the American Chestnut Foundation.  TACF 
members volunteer in many different ways, including pollination of trees in the summer, 
gathering nuts in the fall, identifying mother trees, and maintenance of back-cross 
orchards.  Recently the organization’s headquarters were moved from Vermont to 
Asheville, North Carolina.  It is significant that a small non-profit organization is 
championing one of the largest restoration efforts in the history of this country, and it is 
TACF’s hope that this back-cross breeding model can be used for the restoration of other 
threatened species.   
 
Oral History and Narrative Research 
Narrative study is inherently interdisciplinary and broadly includes the study and 
analysis of narrative materials, including life story interviews.  These narratives give 
insight into specific subgroups of society, defined by a specific demographic (race, 
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gender, religion, etc.).  People are storytellers naturally, and these stories represent 
personal identities and lived experiences specific to a time and place.  Oral histories must 
be interpreted within the context of individuals’ unique lives and experiences.  Sensitivity 
to interviewee’s voice and meanings are important to effectively understanding oral 
history materials (Lieblich, 1998).  
Interview schedules are developed with specific concerns or hypotheses for 
qualitative research.  Interviews are transcribed, and these written accounts used for 
analysis based on common themes or ideas throughout the collection.  “Grounded 
Theory” is an approach to text analysis developed by sociologists that is widely used in 
the analysis of ethnographic interview data (Polkinghorne, 1995).  Transcripts of 
interviews are dissected, and parts of interviews relevant to specific analytic categories or 
codes are pooled together for comparison.  Themes arise from these categories, and can 
be checked with other sources for consistency and accuracy.  Exemplars are used in the 
presentation of analysis, and these quotes help illuminate emerging research conclusions 
(Bernard, 2002). 
Narrative analysis is not appropriate for the study of large groups of individuals 
across broad demographics, and is better suited for the study of a smaller, specific group 
of individuals with like experiences.  These methods require close attention to nuanced 
speech, social context, and the organization of narratives.  The researcher must 
distinguish what is being said, from what is spoken (Riessman, 1993).  
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Purpose of Research 
Almost any oral history collection having to do with the rural south or early 
Appalachian settlement includes information about chestnut.  Major archives concerning 
Appalachian life and culture are housed at Berea College, East Tennessee State 
University, Appalachian State University and East Carolina University. In searching the 
digital collections of these Institutions very few chestnut related materials can be found, 
and all materials identified are more than a decade old.  The Journal of the American 
Chestnut Foundation, published quarterly, also periodically includes written accounts and 
memories of the tree submitted by TACF members.  One potential Interviewee for this 
project, John Brasher, refused an interview as his memories had already been published 
in the TACF Journal (2008). The prevalence of native chestnut references in these 
collections and publications suggest the importance of the tree to Appalachian life and 
culture.   
In recognizing that the window for recording this first hand knowledge may be 
closing, this project was conceived to identify and record accounts from the last 
remaining witnesses for the first oral history collection on American chestnut.  Because 
the chestnut blight affected the south in the 1920s through the early 1940s, living 
witnesses who experienced the decimation of the American chestnut are now between the 
ages of 75 and 100.  Anyone between the ages of 5 and 10 during that period would today 
be between the ages 78 and 94.  There is a sense of urgency in collecting these memories, 
as we risk losing these living witnesses, and with them their stories and memories of the 
native chestnut in the southern Appalachian region. 
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The purpose of this research is to examine the experiences and memories of 
people who lived in the southern Appalachian region during the years preceding and 
following the chestnut blight pandemic.  Qualitative analysis of these oral histories offers 
a better understanding of the importance of this species in the life and culture of the 
region a century ago.  In examining experiences from an environmental history 
perspective, this project specifically addresses the following areas: 
1.  Economic significance of American chestnut pre Blight 
2.  Economic significance of the loss of American chestnut 
3.  Cultural and community significance of the American chestnut 
4.  Attitudes, concerns, and feelings about Chestnut restoration efforts  
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CHAPTER II.  Study Methods and Qualitative Research 
 
IRB Approval and Interview Schedule 
This project follows standard Oral History practices and procedures for qualitative 
research analysis.  The project “Memories of American chestnut in the Southern 
Appalachians” was approved by the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Institutional 
Review Board for research involving human subjects in February of 2008, IRB approval  
#: 08-020 (Appendix A).  Annual Review (IRB Form C) was approved in February 2009 
for continuation of project research (Appendix B).   
To develop an Interview Schedule for oral history interviews concerning 
economic and cultural significance I considered previous literature and oral history 
accounts relating to the use of chestnuts and chestnut wood (Davis, 2000; Bolgiano, 
2007; Freinkel 2007).  The Interview Schedule is Appendix E.  All interviewees signed a 
Participant Informed Consent Form and a Gift and Release Agreement (Appendix C and 
Appendix D).  Interviewees were read the following Statement of Purpose before 
beginning the Interview Schedule, and were asked on tape if they had signed the Form 
and Agreement named above:  
Statement of Purpose:  The key objective of this interview is to serve as a research 
tool to document memories of the American chestnut as a major resource to 
people of the southern Appalachian region.  The information obtained in these 
interviews is to be retained and made available for further use in efforts to 
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promote a better understanding of the role of the American chestnut in 
Appalachian culture. 
Only the primary researcher had access to the list of potential interviewees during 
the data collection process.  Recording equipment included an Edirol R-09 digital field 
recorder, and lapel and stationary external microphones.   Interviews were recorded as 
high quality waveform audio files (.wav).   
TACF members were identified at state chapter meetings as "community 
gatekeepers" to aid in identifying potential participants.  TACF chapter newsletters and 
member email lists were used to invite participation in this oral history project.   The 
southern Appalachian region was defined by this project as being Georgia, Alabama, 
Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia and North Carolina.   
 
Interviewee Demographics 
The American Chestnut Oral History Collection includes forty-five interviews 
total, recorded between May and December 2008.  The majority of these are Full 
Schedule interviews, but some additional Short Schedule interviews were conducted as 
part of this research.  Full Schedule interviews cover all question areas identified on the 
Interview Schedule (Appendix E) whereas Short Schedule interviews cover a specific set 
of questions.   
Twenty-seven Full Schedule interviews were recorded with thirty-three people 
who have memories of the importance of American chestnut in southern Appalachia.  
Full Schedule interviews range in length from twenty minutes, to more than an hour and a 
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half.  All interviews were conducted in person, most often in the home of the interviewee 
per their convenience. These interviews were conducted across Kentucky, North 
Carolina, Tennessee, Georgia, Alabama, and Virginia, and included 19 different counties 
(Figure 2.1).  These 33 individuals included 9 females and 24 males, with year of birth 
ranging from 1916 to 1950 (Table 2.1).  The median birth year of participants in this 
study is 1923, though in a few cases the participants’ age had to be estimated.  All 
participants grew up within the range of American chestnut, though not all participants 
still live within C. dentata’s range.  
An additional eighteen Short Schedule recordings were made at The American 
Chestnut Foundation’s (TACF) 25th Anniversary Meeting in October 2008 representing 
nineteen TACF members.  These interviewees answered questions specific to their 
motivation for involvement in TACF, extent of involvement in TACF, and memories of 
American chestnut.  These interviews are identified as Short Schedule interviews.  
Interviewees were from across the north and southeastern U.S. (Table 2.2).     
 
Transcription and Qualitative Analysis 
UTC University Honors assistant Iliza Myers, and I manually transcribed all oral 
history recordings.  I then listened to all audio recordings again, and double-checked the 
transcripts for accuracy.  Transcription of these interviews is consistent with the Baylor 
University Institute for Oral History Style Guide (2007).  All verbal sounds are included 
in the transcripts, excluding feedback words or sounds.  Interviewees did not review these 
oral history transcripts, though they were made aware that transcripts are viewable to the 
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public at a specific web address.  These transcripts were directly used in the analysis of 
the Oral History Collection, and generalized as a collective body.  
The American Chestnut Oral History Collection, including all digital audio files, 
transcripts, photographs, video, and signed participant Forms and Agreements, were 
turned over to Steve Cox, University of Tennessee at Chattanooga Archivist, and the 
Collection is permanently archived with the UTC Library Special Collections.  Hard 
copies of the Collection are available at the UTC Lupton Library, and the oral history 
audio files and transcripts are available on the Internet via the University of Tennessee at 
Chattanooga server.  It is our intention that this collection be available to the public, 
confidentiality preserved at the request of the interviewee per the Participant 
Identification Agreement, and Gift and Release Agreement. 
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CHAPTER III.  Analysis of Oral History Collection 
 
That’s certainly a truism that very few people knew of the chestnut tree in cities or 
in big farms, or in farming territory.  But you get into the hill country in the 
mountains, the chestnuts were as common as the moon rising and the sun setting. 
(George Ramseur, Tennessee)  
 
Recorded throughout the summer of 2008, the oral histories in this Collection 
pertain specifically to the chestnut memories of southern Appalachian people.  These first 
hand accounts speak to the importance of chestnuts and chestnut wood in people’s daily 
lives and work.  For analysis, these transcribed interviews were coded for the following 
11 themes: Chestnut Abundance, Size and Growth Habit; Gathering and Storing 
Chestnut; Trading and Selling Chestnut; Chestnut and Tanning Leather; Eating Chestnut; 
Livestock and Wildlife Importance; Chestnut Wood and Building; Chestnut as Firewood; 
Community and Familial Importance; Responses to and Memories of Chestnut Blight; 
Thoughts on Restoration and Future Roles of Chestnut.  By coding these oral histories, 
patterns are presented from which we can draw a better understanding of the importance 
of chestnut to southern Appalachian culture.  
Much of what is valuable about these interviews is not only the information 
relayed, but also the artful way in which these stories are told.  The oral tradition, as well 
as a better understanding of our native chestnut, is recognized in this Collection as 
important for preservation.  With this in mind, analysis of the Collection is directly 
supported with quoted exemplars taken from verbatim interview transcripts.     
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Chestnut Abundance, Size & Growth Habit 
Though there were no questions in the Interview Schedule (Appendix E) 
specifically about the abundance, size, or growth habits of American chestnut, this 
information was referenced throughout many of the oral histories.  Consistencies in this 
information included where chestnut traditionally grew, how plentiful they were, and 
their height and diameter (Table 3.1).   
Interviewees remembered American chestnut growing predominantly on steep 
ridges, knobs, or hills and in the head of hollers or coves.  Higher elevations and 
sandstone soils were also named as characteristic.  The abundance of native chestnut 
varied.  Some recalled it being everywhere, while others remembered only finding 
chestnut in specific spots (Table 3.1).  This probably can be related to the variance in 
interviewees’ ages and spread of chestnut blight during that time, as well as the 
geography.  Some gave quantitative responses, for example “1 in 4 trees were chestnut,” 
but most often they gave vague clues as to the prevalence of chestnut in their areas.  
Eugene Day remembers a saying among older people in his community that suggests 
chestnut was among the most prevalent and tallest trees in Letcher County, Kentucky.   
 
Old people had a saying that when chestnuts bloomed, they were so tall that they 
stood up above the other trees, and they’d say ‘the snow is in the Mountain.’  
They could see those white blooms on those trees from anywhere around here.  I 
don’t know who put those words together but there is a saying that the snow in the 
Pine Mountain in June, and it was the chestnut trees because you could see they 
were the tallest trees around. (Eugene Day, Kentucky) 
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Responses about the diameter of chestnut ranges in memory from 2 to 9 feet.  Of 
those remembering the diameter of chestnut trees, half said they were between 4 and 5 
feet in diameter (Table 3.1).  There were several people who remember the difficult task 
of cutting down a chestnut tree with a 2 man saw, and there were also references to the 
number of rails that could be split from a single chestnut tree, suggesting they were 
among the largest trees in southern Appalachian forests.   
 
Yeah, one of these big trees they was fifty, sixty feet tall, you see.  And some of 
them was four and a half, five feet in diameter, and we had a hand saw that we cut 
them up with.  We didn’t have no chainsaw. My dad pulled one side and I pulled 
the other, and we cut them.  Then we’d cut them in about six foot lengths, and 
then we’d load them on a wagon.  Probably two or three and then haul out and 
we’d split them up. ( Eulice Walker, Alabama) 
 
Most people that come here to visit doesn’t know that much about the American 
chestnut, but I have had some of the old timers to talk about them.  How big they 
got, 4 or 5 feet in diameter and 100 feet tall and chestnuts everywhere, you know, 
for the simple reason that when they flower they flower in about mid June, 
therefore they’re missing all the frost.  So they could produce every year, just 
about every year you know.  (Robert Watts, Kentucky) 
 
The older ones were great big. I don’t know any specific amount, but it seems to 
me that they had trunks 4 or 5 feet in diameter. 
One of them is at the foot of Grandfather Mountain; turn off the highway between 
Blowing Rock and Linville.  Those were the biggest chestnut trees that I’ve seen.   
(Bud Range, Tennessee) 
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These clues as to the abundance and size of American chestnut preceding the 
chestnut blight pandemic correlate with findings of the broader forest science community 
and are good parameters for understanding the economic and cultural importance of the 
tree in the southern Appalachian region.   
 
Gathering & Storing Chestnut 
Gathering chestnuts in the fall is distinct in the memories of all interviewees, and 
almost all interviewees did have some first-hand experience.  In most cases chestnuts 
were gathered individually for one’s family or close neighbors.  When chestnuts were 
plentiful enough, they were traded or sold.  The majority of memories about gathering 
chestnuts concern a specific tree or favorite spot visited annually, though some recall 
going out in the general woods to gather (Table 3.2).  Specific sites included school 
grounds, churchyards, and spots on or near the family farm.  Sara Ison of Kentucky said 
chestnuts were the only trees not cut down when her father cleared a field, and those nuts 
were gathered annually.   
 
Well, we had chestnut trees, before the blight come in. When my daddy cleared 
the ground, you know to farm, it was covered with chestnut trees, and he sifted out 
about an acre of chestnut trees for our use, and, when they would get ready and 
start falling we would get our sacks and buckets and stuff, and the men would get 
up in the trees with big poles and they’d thrash them out and we’d pick them up 
you know, and we’d get them in them sacks and take them and hang them in an 
empty, it had been a chicken house, but just an empty house. You hardly ever, at 
that time, would find a chestnut with a worm in it, you know, they hadn’t come in 
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so bad. And we would get all of our chestnuts, and then when the hickory nuts 
come in, Pap had left big hickory nut trees, and he’d thrash them and we’d get 
sacks of hickory nuts, you know, and sack them up and hang them out there in that 
empty chicken house.  That’s the way we lived. It was simple, but it was a good 
life. (Sara Ison, Kentucky) 
 
Chestnuts were gathered in sacks, lard buckets, or in pants pockets.  Factors 
affecting variation between interviewees include individual preferences or the availability 
of chestnut trees given the geographic and demographic ranges represented in these oral 
histories, as well as the advance of the chestnut blight pandemic.  In some places chestnut 
was less available, which would impact the degree to which chestnut was economically 
and culturally important in that area.   
 
When I was growing up, 8 or 10 years old, we lived in Lynch, my Daddy worked 
in the coalmines, and on the weekends he’d take us to the mountains, up in the 
Black Mountain, and we’d pick chestnut up, sometimes we’d get half a bushel, 
and just to boil and eat and bake with them.  But they were, the chestnuts were on 
their way out at the time when I was picking them up. But I have seen people 
where I live now on Cowan Creek, go by horseback and mules to the mountains to 
pick chestnuts up, and they used what we referred to as meal sacks, and, 
sometimes I guess they’d get 100 pounds, and they’d throw them on the mules and 
carried them out and they used them for different ways in cooking. (Eugene Day, 
Kentucky) 
 
Harold Glenn Thomas was interviewed at his home on Chestnut Ridge, between 
Shelbyville and Fayetteville, Tennessee.  Chestnut Ridge, as you can imagine, was named 
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for the many chestnut trees that grew there preceding the blight.  It was a popular place 
for people from the surrounding areas to come in the fall and gather chestnuts.  
 
Oh, yeah they’d some people would come from Fayetteville and Shelbyville too, 
and get it because they would ask the farmers could they gather chestnuts.  Of 
course, didn’t nobody care for them gathering chestnuts, so they did.  As far as 
really knowing, I don’t know whether they eat them or whether they trade them or 
what they done.  But anyway, the people up here gave them their chestnuts, 
because man, we had oodles and gobs of them. [laughs]  If you know what oodles 
and gobs are, it’s a bunch, a whole bunch.  It’s so many that we didn’t have to use 
them all, so we could share them with people. (Harold Glenn Thomas, Tennessee) 
 
In answering questions about gathering chestnuts, the danger of being pricked by 
chestnut burrs was consistently mentioned.  As these interviewees were young, and many 
of them barefoot in the summertime, the burrs lying beneath chestnut trees are distinct in 
their memories.  
 
But I remember also going out in the woods and being bare footed. I don’t know if 
they’d take us or send us or what, and pick up chestnuts. Now you get an old burr 
in your feet and boy, that was bad. Maybe that’s why I remember them so well. 
(Ross Broadway, Tennessee) 
   
Interviewees specifically recalled climbing chestnut trees to shake nuts onto the 
ground, or thrashing them out with sticks.  Chestnut burrs were likely to release nuts after 
an early frost, or upon hitting the ground.  Beating the squirrels and hogs was also an 
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important consideration in being able to gather chestnuts (Table 3.2).  Creativity was 
sometimes necessary in winning the nuts out of the burrs, and hammers, rocks, car tires, 
and boot heels were all mentioned as ways to break chestnuts from the spiny burrs.    
 
But, when they fall, usually the burrs open on the tree and they fall as they come 
down.  You don’t--if you ever touch that burr, you get those needles in your 
fingers.  You stay away from that.  You’ll just pick the chestnuts up.  They’re on 
the ground.  Now and then you’ll find a burr open with the chestnuts in it and you 
can take your foot, if you’ve got shoes on, and step on them, and they’ll come out. 
After it frosts, they’re easy.  But you can’t get them out now if the burr is closed.  I 
wouldn’t attempt it. (Ella Preston, Kentucky) 
 
One interesting method for gathering chestnuts, stealing them from squirrels or 
chipmunks, was recounted in 2 interviews, one in Letcher County, Kentucky, and one in 
Bradley County, Tennessee.  
 
Well, Daddy, he would take his axe and a flour sack, the chestnuts are long gone. 
I remember one time asking him, ‘the chestnuts are gone’ because the chestnut 
trees above the house where we lived, I knew they were gone, and he said ‘I’ll 
show you how to get chestnuts son’.  He goes up, finds a big chestnut tree, he 
looks around until he finds a hole in a tree, a hollow tree, up about 8 or 10 feet 
high, and it was worn real slick around it, where something had been going in 
and out a lot.  He thumped the tree with his axe handle until he found out how far 
down the hollow went.   He chopped a hole in it, pulled the chestnut hulls from the 
year before out of the bottom, hold the sack under there and let all those chestnuts 
that all of the chipmunks had stored fall out into that sack.  When his sack got full 
he put a plug in it. He always plugged the hole back up so they could fill it back 
  
23 
up next year.   But he never would completely empty any one tree.  But I’ve 
actually saw him do that, but even in those days, he’d always, before he left he cut 
a piece of a dead tree and hew it out with his axe and drive it in that hole to make 
sure he sealed that hole back up.  See, once you chopped your hole, and you had 
enough trees around with the hole chopped in them and then plugged back up, 
you didn’t have to take your axe the next year, you could just take your hammer 
and knocked the plug out and put it back. (Verlin Williams, Tennessee) 
 
Interviewees were also questioned about storage of chestnuts.  Most individuals 
who recalled storing chestnuts said they did not last long, and some responded that they 
only ever gathered enough to eat for a day or two, or there weren’t enough to last for an 
appreciable amount of time.  Most noted that chestnuts were hard to keep for long, as 
they were a popular snack for big families.   
 
Well, as far back as I can remember we always had chestnuts to eat, and when I 
got big enough to go up to the field up there where they were, Daddy’s have us 
picking them up. He’d sack them up and always save us enough to have for 
Christmas. He’d try to hide them from us but we’d find them.  And he’d say now 
don’t eat them all up, we’ve got to have some for Christmas.  Back then you know, 
it was hard times.  My second sister, I had one older than her, but she was funny. 
She’d tear a hole in the sack and go grab the chestnuts and feed it to us kids.  And 
Daddy said, ‘uh-oh, the rats has been in the chestnuts’.  And she’d lie and say, 
‘yeah, I know it was a 2-legged rat that’s done it.’ (Marie Smith Washburn, 
Alabama)   
 
Storage of chestnuts included sacks or boxes kept in the kitchen, or in dry and 
cool places like basements or buried in the ground, or simply people’s pockets while they 
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lasted.  Many people said they’d just pick chestnuts up to eat immediately, while others 
remembered that chestnuts were sweeter and better tasting after they’d been allowed to 
sit for a couple of days.  Gathering chestnut was distinctly remembered by almost all 
participants as a childhood pastime activity.  
 
Trading and Selling Chestnut 
Traditionally many goods could be traded at local groceries or general stores.  For 
example nuts, berries, or chickens might be traded for salt, coffee, or flour (Table 3.3).  
Of the people interviewed in this collection, 11 individuals remember trading or selling 
chestnuts.  The majority of people who said they don’t remember chestnuts being traded 
commented that there weren’t enough for this to be a viable trade item, or they were so 
plentiful that it wasn’t worth trying to sell them.  The majority of references were 
general, but some individuals recalled specific stories pertaining to the sell or trade of 
chestnut for certain items.   Of these accounts, no one recalled the sell or trade of 
chestnuts as a significant source of income for their families and none of those 
interviewed in Kentucky remember trading or selling chestnuts.   
 
Young boy wanted to chew tobacco he’d go out and get him some chestnuts to the 
store and got him some tobacco, and it was just anyone who wanted to do 
something like that could do it. (Anderson Dye, Tennessee) 
 
They used to--I think you used to trade them to the peddlers.  Used to be peddlers 
come through here on a bus.  They had everything.  They’d buy chickens and 
everything.  And I think you could trade them chestnuts for about $0.25 a pound, I 
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think, or something for whatever you needed.  Coffee, or sugar, and everything 
like that.  (Eulice Walker, Alabama) 
 
My wife’s mother, my mother-in-law saved up, she wanted a pump organ.  And 
she picked up chestnuts to buy the pump organ. Sold them. How much would you 
guess Ester? Maybe a quarter?  So she had to make 17 dollars for the pump 
organ, maybe a used one, or was it new? And they would trade things, they’d take 
them to the store and trade them for groceries. (Edwin Manchester, North 
Carolina, mother-in-law from Ashe County, North Carolina) 
 
I remember this story my dad told when he was a young man – most of his life he 
was a lay minister in the Baptist church, but when he was a young man he was 
fairly rough and made a good deal of whiskey and during the depression he and a 
cousin -- there was no work, it was really hard times in the Waynesville, Canton 
area of western North Carolina, so they would load up this model A Ford with 
chestnuts and moonshine whiskey and travel to Washington D.C. and there were 
street vendors, they would have a little place there on the street where they would 
sell chestnuts and but I guess where the real money came from, enough money to 
pay for the gasoline was from occasionally selling a little moonshine whiskey to 
wash the chestnuts down. (Rex Mann, Kentucky)  
 
While chestnuts were traded and sold in some communities in southern 
Appalachia, they were not a major source of income to the people of the region by these 
accounts.  Worthy of note, livestock was often sold or traded throughout the region, and a 
major source of food for hogs was American chestnut.     
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Chestnut and Tanning Leather 
Nine interviewees recalled the use of chestnut bark in the tanning industry, but 
these accounts tended to be a general understanding that chestnut was used in the process.  
There were no first hand accounts or experiences with using chestnut as a source of 
tannic acid for leather tanning (Table 3.4). 
 
They used to boil the sap out of it and used it to tan it some way.  Now, I never did 
do it, but I hear them talk about it, and they used that.  (James Mullins, Virginia) 
 
Indians would use them a lot here in this part of the country, in later years when a 
fellow by the name of Babcock came in here in early 1900s and cut all their 
timber above Tellico Plains and they used all of the chestnut for the acid that was 
in it to tan leather and other things that I don’t know about.   Here in 
Madisonville they had a tannery, they called them a tannery, they used that bark 
someway, I don’t know, I think it’s an acid.  (Anderson Dye, Tennessee) 
 
Those interviewed remembered tanneries in their communities, the use of the 
wood for acid, or cutting chestnut to sell to tanneries.  Frank Messer remembers 
harvesting chestnut to take to a tannery in Newport, Tennessee.  
 
But I can remember the chestnuts were in the woodland, and my granddaddy, he 
started cutting the chestnuts to sell, to sell the wood, because it had an acid to it. I 
don’t know what they did with it.  Well I guess he’d cut them and drag them down 
to the bottom of the hill where he could get them with a truck.  He didn’t even own 
a truck, he rented a guy to come and haul them to Newport, which was, I guess 20 
miles from where we live.  I went with him one time, and I remember the smell of 
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the acid that they were rendering. I think it’s the Holston River, it just smelled, I 
guess like a rotten egg.  It was a terrible smell.  (Frank Messer, Tennessee) 
 
Questions pertaining to this theme generated the least positive responses.  One 
possible explanation for this may be that the practice of tanning leather, in the lifetimes of 
these individuals, had already largely been replaced by industrial tanning methods. 
 
Preparing and Eating Chestnuts 
I’d say the chestnut tree kept a lot of mountain people from starving to death.  
Because if you was out in the mountain, you wasn’t going starve to death.  There 
was too many chestnuts.  You might get tired of eating them, but you wouldn’t 
starve to death.  And people used them back at that time.  You see, people used so 
many of them.  They would boil them for their youngins and everything.  Because 
there wasn’t no running out there to the store.  There wasn’t no such thing as 
going to the store back then.  Nobody didn’t have it.  And they used that to 
survive, a lot of them did, to keep from starving.  They sold them.  You didn’t run 
to the fruit market up there just every time you’d need something. [laughs]  No we 
didn’t. (James Mullins, Virginia) 
 
Almost everyone interviewed had first-hand memories of eating American 
chestnut, and these were the most distinct memories that people had aside from memories 
of the blight.  The most recurrent ways that chestnuts were prepared was boiled, roasted, 
or raw.  Some interviewees did have memories of chestnuts being incorporated into 
vegetable dishes or grated into a meal for breads or cakes but this appears to have been 
less common (Table 3.5).  
  
28 
 
Women were always adding them to various things that they cooked. For one 
thing, because they had a good taste and they put a good taste in the vegetable 
and fruits that they would fix.  And, always gave them something to chew on.  Oh, 
they would put it in with turnips and that sort of thing that they cooked, and 
enhanced the taste of turnips and other vegetables. (Bud Range, Tennessee) 
 
Most of the time chestnuts were not eaten as a meal or even a part of a meal, but 
were most often consumed as a snack.  If chestnuts were gathered and stored, many said 
that they wouldn’t last long. Because the nuts were easy to find in the woods they were 
eaten at lunch, or in between meals when someone didn’t have time to go all the way 
home for food.  
 
Lord, I’ve eat them, and old people now used to go back in the top of these hills 
and these fields and things and plant potatoes, and if they had to work all day 
they’d take a bucket with them, 8 pound lard bucket, gather them up a bucket of 
chestnuts, and you can get a drink of water anywhere out in these hills, any little 
old drain or anything, just take your hand and rake it out, and water come in it, 
best water you ever drunk, and they’d get water to boil them chestnuts, carried 
them a little salt with them, and that’s what they’d eat for dinner. (Lee Sexton, 
Kentucky) 
 
But we roasted them around the fireplace and put them in there and piled ashes 
up on them and you would hear them crack in there and know that they were done 
and you could take them out and eat them like that, or you could boil them on the 
stove and eat them that way. I just liked to eat them raw, that’s the way I liked 
them because you could carry them in your pocket. (Anderson Dye, Tennessee) 
  
29 
 
I remember when we were small, I was probably, maybe 9 or 10 years old, I’m 
not sure about that but I was real small, and we’d get out there and get them, and 
crack the hull off of them, and bring them in, sometimes we’d roast them, 
sometimes we’d eat them raw.  We usually found them out in the woods, we’d 
have to go up in the hills and get them.  Bring them home and crack the hull, it 
was stickers on it, it hurt you know, you couldn’t hardly handle them.  Get that off 
and just lay them in the pan, and roast them easy. I don’t remember how long we 
did roast them.  When the inside got heated through we’d eat them, and they were 
good. (Geneva Ison, Kentucky) 
 
There were 6 references to chestnuts being incorporated into a family’s holiday 
traditions at Thanksgiving or Christmas (Table 3.5).   
 
Everybody knew how to boil them and roast them.  They’d put them around 
Thanksgiving dishes.  That’s another thing.  They dressed up the table with 
chestnut roasts, and people just kind of dipped them out.  Any way they could find 
to use them, they used them.  And the whole world was blessed with them.  So, our 
southern people, I think we felt the loss.  I’m sure there were northern people too.  
(C.E. Blevins, Tennessee) 
 
Again, a tale from my father.  That, in the fall of the year when the chestnuts fell a 
common thing for he and his buddies as they were walking over the mountains, 
they’d go in the woods and they would rake up the leaves and the chestnut burrs 
in one huge pile and they’d roast the chestnuts up out of those. We wouldn’t even 
think about doing that today, but that was a normal thing they’d do to have a little 
snack in the woods. (Rex Mann, Kentucky)  
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Many remembered just eating chestnuts when they happened on them in the 
woods, but those who gathered and stored also remembered them tasting better after 
curing for a few days to a week.  Several interviewees also remembered chestnuts being 
less wormy before the blight, and significantly sweeter than Chinese chestnuts.  Elsie 
Boggs shared her mother’s recipe for cough syrup, which calls for chestnut leaves.  
 
This is cough syrup my mother made, and the recipe has been passed down from 
generation to generation, and she used this and I’ve made it myself.  
1 cup of Sage 
½ Gallon Water 
2 cups lemon juice 
1-quart honey or brown sugar, I prefer the honey 
1 gallon of chestnut leaves 
1-gallon mullein leaves 
½ pint of bourbon or moonshine 
Boil sage, chestnut, and mullein leaves.  Mullein is a broad leaf fuzzy green plant 
that grows close to the ground, usually found in pastures.  Boil sage, chestnut and 
mullein leaves in water until sap is boiled out.  Strain, add lemon juice and honey 
or sugar.  Boil again and add the liquor, the bourbon.  Just add enough to taste, 
that keeps it from souring.  (Elsie Boggs, Kentucky) 
 
Livestock and Wildlife Importance 
Twenty-seven interviewees mentioned the importance of chestnut as a food 
source for livestock and wildlife.  Of these 27 interviewees, 26 specifically mentioned the 
importance of chestnut as a browse for hogs (Table 3.6).  Before stock laws, hogs were 
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marked or tagged to distinguish ownership and then allowed to fatten on wild mast.  The 
chestnut crop could be used as a gauge for how fat the hogs would be that year.   
 
Why, they would sleep, them hogs would stay right back in them mountains and 
under cliffs and things.  But these old timers, my grandpa would call his hogs to 
go to the barn, buddy they’d come out of them mountains a flying, he’d feed them 
corn, and just as soon as they eat right back in the mountains they’d go.  And they 
got learnt to that, and about feeding time every evening they’d come out 
themselves.  But in the summertime you’d never see one.  They’d stay right where 
they could get plenty of mast and stuff to eat, they’d stay right in the hills them 
hogs would.  And there’s bunch of wild hogs here, and my mother’d sent me to 
school and I’d run into a bunch of these old timers going a wild hog hunting.  
They’d have three or four old dogs tied up, with plow lines, big long ropes, and 
I’d go hog hunting with them.  I’ve seen, they’d head right to these chestnut trees 
at the top of the hill and that’s where you’d find them.  I’ve seen their teeth 
sticking out this far right side of there and the dogs would run one down, run him 
til he got tired and he’d be fighting them dogs.   And them old timers would walk 
up and they’d use an old caliber called 25.  And shot a shell about that long.  
They’d take him right between the eyes and kill it, drag it out 2 or 3 of them would 
right down the mountain and get it to the creek and they’d come to the house to 
get their mule and a sled, and they would load him up in that sled, haul him to the 
house. (Lee Sexton, Kentucky) 
 
And the animals--I mean, hogs would pick them up, chomp them, and stomp them 
out, chomp them, and the hogs were fat that ran out.  But after that there was 
nothing to fatten them like that.  So, the farmers realized what a loss it was to 
them to miss the chestnuts. (C.E. Blevins, Tennessee) 
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Oh yeah, he said you could go in the woods--they’d turn the hogs in the woods in 
the fall of the year, and they wouldn’t go back and get them until they got ready to 
butcher them.  He said that there were so many chestnuts, them hogs would get 
Butterball fat on them.  (James Mullins, Virginia) 
 
Hogs were an important food source for rural subsistence farmers, and the loss of 
the chestnut represented a considerable economic loss in feed that was then substituted 
mainly with corn.  Many interviewees also mentioned the change in the flavor of pork 
fattened on chestnuts compared with corn.   
 
And Joe Roberts seen an old colored feller over there at Pound, Virginia, and he 
was telling, he said, ‘what happened to the meat, you can’t smell it frying out too 
far away from the house?’ and he said, that old colored feller was old, and he 
said, ‘why didn’t you know? The chestnuts and stuff is all gone, and said that 
flavor went with it.’  He knowed what he was talking about.  (Clarence Ison, 
Kentucky)   
 
Wildlife such as squirrel, turkey, and deer were mentioned as wildlife species 
reliant on chestnut (Table 3.6).  A considerable number of people specifically mentioned 
chestnut trees as a preferred nesting place for squirrels, and the use of hollow chestnut 
trees to store nuts and food.   
 
But now the inside of the chestnut, a log here, would rot before any, the outside 
would. And every squirrel, I’ve been a squirrel hunter and a rabbit hunter all my 
life, and every squirrel you’d get after, it’d run a mile to get up in a chestnut tree.  
One of these holes in it you know, where it could hide. (Lee Sexton, Kentucky) 
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Wallace Coffey, who has a background in wildlife biology, remembered dead 
chestnut logs being habitat for a specific species of salamander, Plethadon yonahlossee. 
 
My most memorable involvement with the chestnut was after it was long gone.  
That was in the spring or summer of 1970 and I’ve studied reptiles and 
amphibians along the way, salamanders were an area of great interest to me.  
One of the species that we were greatly interested in was a species called 
Yonahlossee Salamander, Plethadon yonahlossee, and it was found at the base of 
Grandfather Mountain, I guess back in the 20s or 30s, and he [Dr. Jerry Nagel] 
named it for the road they found it on called the Yonahlossee road.  So we were 
looking for that salamander in this area and it was pretty scarce and there was 
not much known about it.   So anyway, looking for the Yonahlossee, there were no 
known records of it Sullivan County, there may not have been any in Johnson 
County.  There were a lot of people looking for that salamander, I found them on 
Holston Mountain in Sullivan County, and I remembered that Tennessee Tech, 
one of their faculty members Dr. Ray Jordan, he came up very quickly and we 
went up collected there and a guy from the faculty at the University of Missouri 
came up and we collected more.  Went out and we were hiking just north of 
McQueen’s Knob near the Maple Spur fire trail, Appalachian Trail lean to is 
there, where you can camp out.  We were going up there, 2 way radio, young guy 
named Tim Hawk was with me, Tim called me on the radio, he said Wallace, he 
was a high school student, he said I swear to god I just saw a Yonahlossee 
salamander and I said ‘oh really, did you catch it,’ and he said ‘no it got away 
from me, it got away down a hole’ and I said ‘you’re kidding me,’ and he said 
‘no, it got away from me but I swear to god, take my word.’  I said ok, keep 
looking.  A few minutes later I turned over a log on the other side of the trail and 
there was a Yonahlossee salamander and I grabbed it real quick with my hand, I 
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looked at that and I was so shocked, and I called him on the radio and I said 
‘Tim, I just found one,’ and he said’ did you see it?’ And I said ‘I caught it with 
my hand.’   And what we found was the top of that ridge there was covered with 
logs of decaying chestnut.  And it kind of made an impression on us that the 
whenever you looked inside these chestnut logs, the color of the decaying logs 
was almost the color of the stripe of the base color of this salamander.   Now this 
wasn’t anything to do with anything we knew to be scientific fact of anything like 
that, it’s just something that struck us.  The Yonahlossee is probably the most 
gorgeous salamander in the entire southern Appalachian Mountains.  So over a 
day or maybe two days at the most we captured 50 of those salamanders up there, 
and we did that by breaking apart the decaying logs that were up there, and by 
rolling over all kinds of chestnut logs that were laying on the forest floor there, 
and finding them underneath, and we quickly attached the Yonahlossee 
salamander to decaying chestnut logs. Now that may have been more widespread 
than we realized.  We don’t see that salamander quite as often in these areas as 
we once saw it.  We used to be able to just go out and get them anywhere like that. 
Now, maybe 10 years ago I went back up to that site, and I went out there and 
looked around, and of course the whole forest had changed.  This is every bit of 
30 years later.  And since the forest has changed the logs are gone, they’ve finally 
decayed and gone away, there was a heavy herbaceous growth all in around these 
logs, a lot of stinging nettle and that you know, and we had to be careful to watch 
for snakes because the understory herbaceous growth there was up to almost, 
above your knees.  And now that was pretty well gone.  So the habitat didn’t look 
the same.  Turned over a number of smaller more oak type logs in there and we 
found none of the salamanders.  I still see one or two every now and then, but to 
think that we had a place where we found 50 of them, they were all under those 
chestnut logs, is very significant to us. 
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The disappearance of American chestnut in the southern mountains represented a 
serious loss both as habitat and a food source.  In the memories of these interviewees, 
chestnut as an animal feed is overwhelmingly associated with hogs, and to a lesser degree 
turkey, squirrel, and deer.  Before stock laws, when people had to fence in their animals, 
the free ranging hogs depended on chestnut as a major food source and it was an 
economic boon to mountain people. 
  
Chestnut Wood and Building 
Chestnut wood was an important building material in the southern Appalachian 
region, and this was reflected in the Oral History accounts.  Reasons named for choosing 
chestnut over other hardwoods were dominantly because of its rot resistance and easy 
workability (Table 3.7).  Because it is a straight-grained wood and is a relatively soft 
hardwood, it was lighter to handle and easier on woodworking tools.    
 
Now the reason they liked to lumber from the chestnuts, they were softer, they 
were easier to handle, like to saw and dress them.  Now that barn right up there 
above me is made out of chestnut.  Well, it was easier to work, and more handy. 
Them big chestnut trees, you could just go up the hill, saw one down and haul it to 
the mill and you could get a lot more you know.  It was lighter you know, easier to 
handle, easier on your saw and axes.   (Harding Ison, Kentucky) 
 
The abundance and size of chestnut trees in comparison with other hardwoods 
made them more desirable.  The sheer beauty of the wood itself was also noted as a 
reason for its widespread use and importance as a building material (Table 3.7).   
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Most often, interviewees talked about building fences and fence posts out of 
chestnuts.  Specifically, split rail fences were named as a popular use of chestnut lumber 
as wire was expensive and harder to come by (Table 3.7).  Many pointed out that at that 
time, before stock laws, fences were built to keep livestock out as opposed to in.  Split 
rail fences were often built around gardens to keep out foraging animals such as hogs or 
cows.   This was particularly true after the chestnut blight pandemic swept through this 
region of the country, leaving many dead chestnut snags that were still useable.  These 
dead snags were quickly cleared from the forests for private and commercial use.   
 
Chestnut trees, I guess one of the most useable things was rail fences. You could 
just go out in the woods anywhere and you didn’t have to worry about hauling 
posts, you could just cut you a tree down and lay your fence up until you run out 
of rails and right in the same area, why there’d be another tree and you’d just cut 
it and work it up.  They split it into rails by hand with a wedge and hammers. 
(Eugene Day, Kentucky) 
 
Oh yeah, split to make rails, oh yeah that was the chief product.  It was easier to 
work, softer and easier on your saw, and it split better. Oh yeah, chestnut rails, 
Lord yeah.  See back then, that’s what people used to make their fences around 
their cornfields and things, they’d split what you call rails.  And they’d split easy. 
It wouldn’t be like splitting a hickory or an oak.  (Harding Ison, Kentucky) 
 
Chestnut fences and fence posts were the most cited use of the wood from 
interviewees.  Other dominant uses for the wood was for building houses or cabins (Table 
3.7).  Almost every part of a cabin was named by someone as having been made out of 
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chestnut, including siding, support beams, puncheon boards, flooring, and roofing 
shingles or shakes.  A few interviewees were raised in cabins or homes made of chestnut.  
Similarly, barns were mentioned as being traditionally built of chestnut, as they resisted 
rot and exposure to the elements.   
 
The logs that were put in that barn are up there until this day, and it turns out, 
they were made by my grandfather and were a part of his home a mile up this 
creek where he lived.  And those logs are older than my mother.  She was borned 
in that house after they moved there, and she was born 1891.  And the house was 
there and those logs, and twice since we’ve taken over, since they passed away, 
someone has approached me to buy those logs.  And the first one offered me 
eighty dollars for the logs.  They are still sound except where they’re laying on 
the ground.   The ones that are in the earth, look as perfect as the day they were 
put there.  And it was only last week that my renter up here said some man ask 
him to talk to me could he buy them.  And they had been there that long.  At least 
eighty-five years since I’ve been here.  And my grandfather--there’s his axe marks 
where he made them, on the logs. (Ella Preston, Kentucky) 
 
Many people were aware of lots of furniture being made of chestnut, but no one 
had made furniture out of chestnut themselves.  Specific types of furniture noted in 
interviews included bedposts, chairs, tables, and cabinets.   
The use of chestnut in connection with tobacco farming was mentioned in three 
interviews.  Informants in Kentucky and Tennessee recalled using chestnut to ‘burn a 
tobacco bed,’ which is the practice of burning wood and other brush in the field prior to 
planting tobacco seed.  Any type of wood could be used, but old chestnut rails were 
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convenient and appropriate for this use.  The old rails were also used to hang tobacco for 
curing in a barn.  
 
They raised tobacco up there, I remember they used the chestnut rails to make 
their hanging space in their barns.  My granddaddy he built a big tobacco barn 
on his place after he moved out of the mountains and he used a lot of chestnut 
wood.  Have you ever seen any tobacco cured in a barn? They’d hang them on 
sticks, like 5 foot sticks, and they’d make, like 5 foot, this wall by this wall, and 
they’d make a room to hang this tobacco.  And they’d use posts to fasten these 
rails to so they could hang and cure the tobacco. (Frank Messer, Tennessee) 
 
What it is we’d take and clean off a spot of ground nine feet wide and about fifty 
to seventy-five feet long.  Then we’d take piles of chestnut limbs and all on there 
or whatever we could get, pile it on there, set it afire and let it burn.  Sometimes 
it’d take two days to get it to burn a tobacco bed.  We’d let it burn, and then we’d 
take and rake it off the coals off, let it cool off, and then we’d sow the seed, the 
tobacco seed sowed that down and planted the--it would grow up and make a 
tobacco plant, and we’d plant it then, set it out. (Harold Glenn Thomas, 
Tennessee) 
 
Other specific items interviewees recalled being made of chestnut wood included 
telephone poles, railroad ties, bee hives, mining timbers, handles for tools, gun racks, 
sleds, and dulcimers.  James Mullins speaks to some specific uses and the beauty of the 
wood in talking about his grandfather in Dickenson County, Virginia. 
 
He made his beehives out of chestnut wood.  He made his shingles out of wood.  
You name it.  That’s just about what everybody did.  Now, the chestnut was the 
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main wood. Now you talk about something pretty.  You take one of them off and 
run it through a planer.  Make a picture frame or something out of it.  It’s just as 
pretty as a piece of gold.  It’s so pretty--the coloring and everything. (James 
Mullins, Virginia) 
 
Chestnut as Firewood 
About half of the people interviewed mentioned the use of chestnut wood as 
firewood, and this practical use was common across the southern Appalachian region.  
Chestnut was desirable because it split easily, burned quickly, resisted rot, and was 
broadly available (Table 3.8).  Most referred to it specifically as being used for kindling 
to start fires, or for use in wood burning stoves.  Many remembered it not being ideal for 
burning in a fireplace because it would ‘pop and crack,’ being a potential fire hazard. 
 
They were good to burn in the stove, to cook, but in the fireplace they popped and 
cracked and embers would fly out into the room and set something afire, so we 
didn’t use chestnuts much around the fireplace.  (Anderson Dye, Tennessee) 
 
One of the Forest Service recreation technicians was visiting a campsite over on 
Chattooga Lake, and one real old lady was sitting there whittling with a knife. 
And they had a campfire going, and they talked a little about firewood.  And she 
said, ‘I sure hope that when I die they’ve got plenty of chestnut wood.’  And he 
said, ‘Why?’ and she said, ‘when I hit the fire I want to be popping and cracking.’  
Because when you burn chestnut it pops and cracks, makes a lot of noise.  (Edwin 
Manchester, North Carolina) 
 
  
40 
Three interviewees noted the use of chestnut as a choice wood for moonshine 
operators.  In these instances, chestnut was sited as being preferable to other woods 
because it would burn well without giving off a lot of smoke.  
 
You know, the chestnut wood, strange thing about it, all the old moonshiners, that 
was what they fired their stills with was chestnut wood.  Chestnut wood does not 
put off smoke much, very small amount of smoke.  So they used the dead chestnut 
wood to fire their stills with so the revenuers wouldn’t see the smoke.  They all did 
it.  (Verlin Williams, Tennessee) 
 
Well, I’ve been around a still. My brother and uncle made whiskey in them. 
They’d use chestnut rails and stuff like that, just like you say because it didn’t put 
out a big smoke where it could be spotted.  (Frank Messer, Tennessee) 
 
Community and Familial Importance  
Well, when I was growing up, they was chestnut trees here, but they’re not here 
anymore.  So that’s a heritage that’s gone until we get some trees that’ll live 
without the blight.  (Eulice Walker, Alabama) 
 
Parts of interviews included for review under this theme were broader and more 
difficult to define and code, than other themes.  In this theme anything referencing 
traditions or the cultural importance of chestnut, separate from other themes, was 
included.  Chestnut was not necessarily the central focus of gatherings or relationships, 
but there were many memories of chestnut incorporated into community events.  Because 
respondents’ memories are of childhood, these include holidays, games, or other events 
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that lend insight into the importance of native chestnut to Appalachian community and 
culture.  Many interviewees remember eating chestnuts around a radio or fire at night in 
fellowship, gathering chestnuts every fall with neighbors or siblings, or playing games 
with the nuts and burrs.  Gathering chestnut was a part of community or familial events 
such as barn raisings, camping trips, hunting trips, bean stringings, or other get-togethers 
(Table 3.9).  Christmas and Thanksgiving were specific holidays named at which 
chestnuts would have been a part of family rituals.   
 
And, my mother has told me about gathering them when they were young with her 
and her brothers and that they would all get together, and the community would 
come in and they would boil them in a big pot and stuff. (Linda McInturff, 
Tennessee) 
 
This was going to be a big deal, Thanksgiving was always a big deal at our 
house, when people would come at Thanksgiving and announced that they were 
going to have some children, or siblings in the house were having offspring, or if 
someone was getting married or something or other, and this was where I was 
introducing Emily to the family before we got married.  This was a big deal.  Of 
course Thanksgiving was always a big deal, but one special thing about it was we 
had chestnuts.  You bake them in the oven I think on a greased cookie sheet or 
something, apparently you have to get the shell off when they’re still hot, and you 
burn your fingers, and there’s a real tough job winning the nuts out of the 
chestnuts.  Now this is thinking back 50 years or more.  There’s a big deal and 
everybody’s in great anticipation of the chestnut dressing we were going to have 
in the turkey, and everybody’s commenting on how great it was and everything.  
When the dishes were coming back, getting ready for dessert, we heard from the 
kitchen my mother say, ‘who didn’t eat their chestnut dressing’, and here’s Emily, 
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she didn’t like it.  Anyway, it almost made it impossible for me to marry Emily, 
but I think we’ve survived it.  (Jim Wright, Tennessee) 
 
Ella Preston tells a story about an important camping trip to gather chestnuts at 
Bad Branch Falls in Letcher County, Kentucky.   
 
And one exciting, cold, frosty morning when I was about thirteen, I heard my 
uncle John and a man above us called George were taking a bunch of us girls to 
Bad Branch to pick up native chestnuts, and that was a rarity.  We were going to 
camp, spend the night, and pick chestnuts up and bring them back the next day.  
So, we gathered up all who where going, all girls, and these two men that were 
much older than us, and George took a horse.  And we called him when we got up 
there, and his daughter came—she was my best friend at that time.  And George’s 
wife came out.  She said, “Deena, you must be sure you make your dad some 
gravy.  He can’t go if you don’t make him gravy for breakfast.”  So, she promised 
him faithfully she’d make the gravy, and we took her home-cured bacon, and 
potatoes, and other foods of what we would eat all day.   
And the next morning, away we went.  We had to walk across Pine Mountain, and 
we followed the path.  We didn’t follow the old-time wagon road, but we turned 
up a branch about a mile above us, and up the mountain we went.  We were quite 
a rowdy bunch going; we were fresh and all of us young except these two older 
men, and we picked up chestnuts as we went. When we got over across Pine 
Mountain on the other side to a branch they called Bad Branch, which is called 
that until this day.   
By then it was getting late, so we looked for a place to camp.  And George had 
lived in that area when he was first married, so he could pretty well tell us where 
to go.  And we found a nice, big cliff, built us a bonfire, and broiled our meat, and 
had a hilarious supper.  Of course by dark, we were ready to go to bed, and we 
  
43 
fixed us a bed.  These two men were pretty good singers, and they started singing 
old time songs.  And they made that valley ring they sang so loud, and they sang 
us all to sleep.  And we laid down spoon-fashion, put the quilts over us, and when 
we woke up, they were laughing.  You could have heard them half a mile.  They 
were hilarious.  What had happened during the night, one of the girls had passed 
some gas where she had eaten some raw chestnuts.  [laughs]  Of course we all 
looked at each other; we was afraid, Is it us?  Is it us?  And next day, they 
selected one of our group and said that was the one that did that, which we 
always wondered, Was it me?  Was it me?   
And then, George got his gravy, and we ate breakfast and started picking up 
chestnuts in earnest next morning.  George knew just where to take us, and he 
found all the chestnuts.  And I really worked and picked up.   
When the day was getting pretty late, we had to start home, because we had 
nearly five miles to get us to walk.  And I had so many chestnuts, I couldn’t carry 
them.  So, George was sorry for me, and he put them on that horse and carried 
them home.  And next day, my father had to go up to George’s home and get my 
chestnuts, so he brought them home and my mother put them in the closet up next 
to the chimney where it was good and warm.   (Ella Preston, Kentucky) 
 
The many places, streets, and areas that bear the name ‘chestnut’ could also be 
considered evocative of the trees cultural importance.  In this Collection, specific 
chestnut-related place names include Chestnut Point, Chestnut Ridge, Chestnut Knob, 
Chestnut Mountain, and Chestnut Flats (Table 3.9).  These places were named because of 
the relative abundance of chestnut in those areas, but they also suggest the importance of 
chestnut compared to other trees, geographic features, or the history of those places.   
There were many references to chestnut trees in the schoolyard, or on the way to 
school that were a part of social traditions.  Arles Weaver remembers stomping on 
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chestnut burrs with his heel in the summer time at school or on the ball field, as a sign of 
toughness.  
 
I was going to school at Rocky Springs School, about a mile and a half from Clay 
Pool to the school, I went barefooted, and there were chestnut trees on the way 
from home to school, and I remember that very well, because in walking you 
didn’t want to get a chestnut in the tender part of your foot.  But I got so that I 
could stomp chestnut burrs with my heel, because my feet got so tough and that,  
and of course it was partly showing off at school, we had chestnut trees on the 
school ground.  Not everybody could do that and I could, burst a burr open with 
my heel.  We had a ball field out there, and that was in left field was where the 
chestnut trees were and that was generally where I played because a lot of those 
kids didn’t, you know, around those chestnut trees, they never were picked up 
there on the school grounds, you know, why one year to the next, why there’s 
always burrs down there, and if somebody come around and look at me I might 
stomp out to show off. (laughs) (Arles Weaver, Kentucky) 
 
There were numerous accounts of throwing or stomping chestnut burrs as school 
children, but only one specific account of playing a game with chestnuts.  Harding Ison, 
of Letcher County, Kentucky recalls playing Hull-Go.  
 
Yeah, we’d play hull-go.  You know what that is don’t you?  We’d all have like, 25 
or 50 chestnuts and we’d all line around and somebody would have some in their 
hand or something or other and you’d say ‘hull go,’ well they’d say ‘how many?’   
Like you’d say ‘10’ or ’15.’  If you guess the number you get the chestnuts, but if, 
say you missed it, say you guessed 15 and he had 10, you’d have to pay him 5 to 
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make 15.  So, and when you got to where yours was up, you’d have to drop out. 
(Harding Ison, Kentucky) 
 
There were also clues as to the importance of chestnut in establishing a sense of 
connection or rootedness in a specific community.  Anderson Dye highlights the 
association between chestnut and sense of home in remembering a package sent from his 
Grandmother to his Uncle.  
 
First time I remember any chestnuts like I told you when you was here before, 
grandma had a flour sack with chestnuts in it that she was going to send to her 
boy. Evidently they didn’t have them in the west, chestnuts, because he was in 
Mountain Home, Idaho and she was gonna send that to him out there. (Anderson 
Dye, Tennessee) 
 
James Mullins told a story about honoring his grandfather’s request to be buried 
in a chestnut stump that he had cut down as a young man in Dickinson County, Virginia.  
This story is especially interesting as it both lends insight into the massive size of these 
old growth native chestnuts, as well as the impact the tree had on this particular man’s 
life and legacy.  
 
I remember right on top of the mountain my grandpa cut a big one.  It was about 
eight-foot across.  And he told us boys, he said, ‘Now when I die,’ he said, ‘I want 
to be buried in this stump.’  We said, ‘Well, Grandpa, we’ll put you in it.’  When 
he died, I remember we had to take a shovel and dig the road out for a big snow 
was on top of that mountain.  We chopped right down through that big stump and 
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dug his grave through it.  But now, he sawed that down for timber when he was 
young, and we planted a Chinese chestnut tree back where that is there right 
there today.  Up that mountain.  Yeah, I remember my cousin says, ‘Now you 
watch Grandpa lay around until a big three foot snow comes,’ and he said, ‘we’ll 
have to go up top of that mountain.’  He was just joking, you know, and sure 
enough, a big snow fell and we had to go and do that.  I remember we went out 
there and got the big chestnut--big bunch of chestnut fence rails and brought back 
and built us a big fire down there.  Because it was a fence out through there for a 
mile long with them big fourteen, fifteen, sixteen foot rails.  And they burned just 
like fuel, and we built us a big fire out there and dug that grave. Put Grandpa in 
that big stump.  That was back, I believe it was in about ’63 or something like 
that.  He wasn’t all that old.  He was about sixty-three.  He just said he cut that 
down when he was young, and that big stump was still there.  And he said that’s 
where he wanted the family graveyard, and he said he wanted to be buried down 
there through that stump.  We told him that if that was where he wanted to be, 
then we’d put him through it, and we did.  We chopped right down through the 
middle of it.  We cut a hole right down through it, you know, to dig the graveside.   
I’d say probably some of the stumps’ still there today, because they’d last for you 
wouldn’t believe.  But I would have liked to have seen that big tree there the way 
he described it.  It was right on top of the main top of the ridge.  He said that tree 
was so big and so tall, and he cut it down for lumber and pulled it off that 
mountain. He sent it to the sawmill.  But I’d say you could have probably boxed 
two or three houses out of it, as big as the stump was.  We put a six-foot grave 
through it, you know, about six to eight foot long, and it still had the sides on it.  
(James Mullins, Virginia) 
 
These memories give insight into how chestnut was physically used, but also the 
role that chestnut played in defining the familial or community culture in the southern 
Appalachian region.  These themes were more generally grouped, but emerging from 
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these collective memories is a sense of the importance of chestnut to everyday life.  
Because chestnut was integrated into southern Appalachian life at the turn of the century, 
it could be considered symbolic of the lifestyle and culture now extinct with the tree 
itself.  Because chestnut is so tightly woven into the fabric of southern Appalachian 
culture, a discussion of the tree’s important is synonymous with the communal and 
familial culture of that time.  As an icon of turn of the century Appalachian culture, it is 
important to think about the connection of native chestnut to community and place within 
the context of current restoration efforts.   
 
Responses to and Memories of Chestnut Blight 
It was sad, it was sad, because everybody liked chestnut. I think back and it really 
was sad, because we had so much fun in those chestnuts. It couldn’t have hit a 
tree that would have been any worse than the chestnut tree, I don’t think if it had 
hit any other species, it was the one that really hurt worst. (Arles Weaver, 
Kentucky) 
 
Memories of chestnut blight are temporally, visually, and emotionally relevant.  
Interviewees confirm that in the southern Appalachian region, the chestnut blight hit in 
the late 1920s and early 1930s (Table 3.10).  Most remember that by the 1940s almost 
every tree was dead save for maybe one or two distinct trees in their communities.  Most 
interviewees were between the ages 12 or 13 when chestnut blight swept through their 
communities. Many likely never truly saw the native chestnut pre-blight, and more likely 
their memories are of the forests after some of the trees had already started to die. 
Visually, the loss of the American chestnut is distinct in their memories.  Multiple people 
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described the trees as white, skeletal, or tombstone like (Table 3.10).  Their descriptions 
of these dying trees are detailed and vivid.   
 
That’s clear in my memory as anything ever is.  I can see those trees in my mind 
right now and how sad it was so we would chase over the mountain and almost 
count them there was so many of them.  They were so sad, because there the nuts 
were.  The hogs wouldn’t eat them, nobody would eat them, and they had just 
spoiled, and that was a great tragedy.  But they were beautiful.  I thought they 
were just pretty, and it was, to me, it was like a human death almost.  We miss 
them, and we suffered from them, from the lack of them, because we would have 
had good food.  (C.E. Blevins, Tennessee) 
 
But, I remember very clearly seeing a number of dead snags of chestnuts, I can’t 
give you locations and times, other than the ones I’ve mentioned earlier, but I was 
certainly aware, I don’t remember a time that I wasn’t aware of the blight.  I 
guess I was always aware of the importance of it because it was always spoken of 
as a great catastrophe, which it was. (George Ramseur, Tennessee) 
 
Rex Mann, who had a career with the U.S. Forest Service for more than 40 years, 
remembers the first time he saw the blighted chestnut trees.   
 
But my head was filled with stories about the chestnut, and I had an interest in 
that. My first job was in Virginia and the woods were full of, at that time, of what 
we called the “old grey ghosts,” the standing snags of American chestnut. I saw 
that there, I saw it in Georgia where I spent about 6 years working and from the 
earliest days of my Forest Service career I was really interested in the chestnut, I 
was an ardent collector of chestnut lumber.   (Rex Mann, Kentucky) 
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Specific words used to describe the emotional response to the chestnut blight 
include tragedy, grief, disaster, catastrophe, loss, concern, shock, scared, pity, worry, and 
sadness (Table 3.10).  This was the sentiment in large part because so many rural people 
in the southern Appalachian region depended economically on chestnut.  
 
It was a scary time for lots of people because things that happened then, they 
didn’t understand them at all, maybe still don’t.  But, you know, they’d wonder 
what they’s going to feed.  What we gonna feed the hogs, we don’t have no more 
chestnut, what we going to do about that? There wasn’t nothing you could do 
about it, they just died out. I don’t know where they came from, I don’t know 
whether they came from China, or whether they came from Japan, I don’t know. 
(Anderson Dye, Tennessee) 
 
Bob Cornett remembers seeing his father cry when telling him about the loss of 
the American chestnut.  In response to the question, “was there any action taken to stop 
the blight?,”  no one could recall anything that people did in opposition, and many said 
they knew very little about the blight, where it came from, or how severe it would in fact 
turn out to be.  Most said that all they knew was that blight was killing the native chestnut 
trees.  Many did remember that the blight moved through their communities quickly, and 
this speed probably helps the blight stick out in their memories 80 years later. 
 
Whenever they died? They couldn’t figure it out, you’d hear everybody a talking, 
wondering what killed them or how come them to die out you know.  And I never 
did hear nobody say what caused them to die.  But now they went and whenever 
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they went they went fast, buddy, just one after another one you know.  (Lee 
Sexton, Kentucky) 
 
Many also remember an increase in logging following the blight to remove the 
dead standing timber.  Some remember logging companies, while others remember more 
small-scale removal on their individual property at the family level. 
 
After the blight killed all of the trees there were logging companies come in and 
set up and they cut every dead tree in the mountains that they could find, and they 
put it into wood. And of course there was more demand for it then than when the 
wood was real plentiful.  People would cut the trees, split them, and called them 
puncheons.  Be that wide and 4 or 5 inches thick, and they built walls to their 
houses, notched them and built their houses out of that.  I guess that was the most 
common use for chestnuts beside fences, rail fences. (Eugene Day, Kentucky) 
 
Oh yeah, I’ve seen the big chestnuts.  But now, when I was born, you know, about 
ninety percent or better of them was almost dead and was dying at that time.  But 
you could see a big one on top the ridge.  And it was pitiful to look at it.  Some of 
them would be six, eight foot through.  And it was so tall that maybe there’d be 
one or two big limbs left in them.  And it would be bushed out.  It was pitiful to 
look at.  You know, I would have loved to have got see one of them big ones.  You 
know, before the dead limbs come in.  Yeah, he said [James’ Father] that they 
really started dying in 1927.  Now, he said that’s really when it took a hold that 
people understand at that time that it, something, you know, was killing the big 
chestnut trees.  He said that it was 1927.  Well, it changed just about everything.  
You know, they used them for years after that.  But now that just took the big 
timber out of this country.   (James Mullins, Virginia) 
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Edwin Manchester’s memories of the chestnut blight are largely second-hand via 
his father who worked as a Ranger with the National Forest Service in the 1920s and 30s.  
Manchester recounts his father’s story of being accused of spreading the blight southward 
through his work with the Forest Service.   
 
I’ll recount some of the stories my father told because he had, he was accused of 
the blight following him from New England because he moved from New 
Hampshire to, where he was District Ranger, to Green Mountains there, to the 
middle of Virginia, to Erwin, Tennessee, to Hot Springs, North Carolina, to Bent 
Creek. And I think a lot of the chestnut followed, or the blight, followed about the 
same route.  The fact of the matter was he laid out a lot of the Appalachian Trail 
and he had the measuring wheel, and I guess he was the only one in the Forest 
Service that had that, so he brought the wheel with him when he came to lay out 
more trail.   It’s like a bicycle wheel, and every time it goes around it clicks and 
records another four feet, five feet whatever it takes. So he carried a little router, 
portable router on his back, stopped and made signs at the Gaps, trail crossings 
or stuff on the AT and then recorded distances.  That was just a small part of the 
job, but a lot of his cronies attributed his moves to that they didn’t have the wheel 
there yet.  (Edwin Manchester, North Carolina)  
 
Manchester goes on to say that his father theorized that the chestnut blight was 
spread radically from tanning plants based on his own observations.  Some interviewees 
recognized that the chestnut blight was introduced from Asia, but the majority of folks 
were unaware of what cause the blight.  In interviews, a recurring sentiment of 
helplessness is relayed, as it seemed that no one had a sense that they were capable of 
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stopping the blight (Table 3.10).  Across the region, people recognized that the blight was 
a reality, and there was nothing they could do to stop it.  
 
And it was just gone, over like one year, it didn’t take them long to just be gone.  
But they all died out and we didn’t have none.  We never did know what happened 
to them because they just died out.   It just killed the trees. And we just worried 
because, we won’t have no more chestnuts you know. And Daddy said ‘well, I 
can’t help it, because the blight’s in them.  It’s not my work, it’s what god did, put 
them here for a while and then they’re gone.’   Well I guess I was somewhere 
from 7,8, 9 on like that. (Marie Smith Washburn, Alabama) 
 
My dad is the only one I’ve ever heard talk about the blight.  It’s like I said, it was 
a disease it wasn’t no bug or anything, worm, it was just a disease that hit it.  The 
agriculture they come out here, and they checked them, but there wasn’t nothing 
they could do about it.  Well, he hated to see them go, but still he got another 
thing out of them, rails.  You know, fencing rails.  So it wasn’t a complete loss, but 
it is now because the chestnut tree is completely gone. (Harold Glenn Thomas, 
Tennessee) 
 
These memories are significant as they represent the responses to chestnut blight 
from the last generation of southern Appalachians old enough to remember.  The majority 
of these respondents were just old enough to remember the native trees, but really too 
young to have a lot of experience or a full understanding of the true importance of the 
tree to rural subsistence life.  The responses to questions concerning chestnut blight were 
often lengthy and detailed, and these emotional and vivid responses lend insight into the 
true gravity of loss, and importance of native chestnut to southern Appalachia.   
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Thoughts on Restoration and Future Roles of Chestnut 
And it’s amazing that being dead that long that you can walk these mountains and 
there are millions of trees.  They still come back.  They ain’t hanging around for 
nothing, are they? One of these days they going to come up with something and 
bring them trees back.   If they can go to the moon and everything, they should be 
able to restore that tree back.  Don’t you believe that?  Now, I believe it’s easier 
to solve that problem than it is to go to the moon.  (James Mullins, Virginia) 
 
Perspectives on restoration varied greatly, as did responses to these specific 
Interview Schedule questions (see Appendix E).  This is likely due to varying degrees of 
familiarity with the restoration project, and varying involvement in the American 
Chestnut Foundation’s (TACF) work.  About 1/3 of those interviewed were involved in 
the TACF restoration effort, some even having back cross orchards of their own.  
However, the majority of people were not familiar with TACF, and knew very little or 
nothing of current efforts to restore the tree (Table 3.11).  No matter their level of 
involvement, there were some recurring sentiments throughout all discussions of 
restoration.    
  It seemed everyone liked the idea of bringing the chestnut tree back.  Reasons for 
this are philosophical, economic, and ecological in nature.  People spoke to the 
importance of bringing the tree back as a quick growing and beautiful coppice wood, as a 
feed for wildlife like turkey or deer, or as a boon to rural people interested in harvesting 
nuts (Table 3.11).  Most often however, people spoke to the importance of bringing back 
something that had been important traditionally, and then destroyed by man.  A sense of 
hope and accomplishment helped motivate people in support of chestnut restoration.  
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Whether or not they were old enough to remember the blight, many interviewees cited 
their parents or grandparents’ recollections of chestnut as something that sparked their 
interest in the tree and in some cases even motivated involvement in TACF restoration 
efforts.  
 
I was motivated partly from nostalgia of my grandfather’s stories of the chestnut 
tree, and partly from reading about it.  I love trees, I think they’re just one of the 
most gorgeous trees ever.  I spent some time in California in the Redwood Forest 
and I love those trees, I mean being in those groves of trees that are 2 and 3 
thousand years old is a spiritual experience for me.  And thinking about the 
chestnut tree being that here at some point, I’d love to see it restored.  I just think 
that would be a wonderful thing to bring back to the east, the southeast, the 
northeast.  To have great trees like that to enjoy cutting for timber, eating the 
nuts, saving for animals, saving to look at.  To let them be a part of the forest.  
They belong here, and I’d like to see them brought back.  (David Patterson, 
Tennessee) 
 
   Edwin Manchester, who like David Patterson has also been involved with TACF 
and the restoration efforts, echoes some of the same sentiment.   
 
Well chestnut just had so many uses, it was one of the best wildlife foods we’ve 
about ever had, and then was a super wood for cabinetry or furniture or just 
about any wood use I guess.  Plus the American chestnut nuts were good for a lot 
of cooking uses too. And I personally, with no scientific backing, I think they’ll 
come back.  I think they will evolve, one of these days there’s going to be one 
resistant and it will go from there. But its not there yet.  It’s just a wonderful 
feeling, I think, to be involved with something where you have the potential of 
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restoring a tree.  A tree with all those attributes.  (Edwin Manchester, North 
Carolina) 
 
While everyone liked the idea of restoring the native chestnut, not everyone said 
they were confident that it could actually be accomplished.  As Bob Mosby artfully put it, 
“you can’t buck nature.”  A minority shared this sentiment, however.  Most people, 
especially those familiar with TACF’s work, were confident that the American chestnut 
could be restored to the southern Appalachian region (Table 3.11). 
Most were also confident that they would not live to see it restored.  An 
appreciation for the longevity and a sense of time concerning restoration was probably 
the most common thread between responses to restoration questioning.  Ella Preston, a 
92-year-old woman who is not involved in chestnut restoration shared her thoughts on 
restoration.  
 
It won’t never help me at my age, but it’ll help future generations.  My son won’t 
never live here.  He lives in Florence, but he’s never coming back.   
Well, for one thing, I don’t like to lose a native tree of any kind whether it’s a 
chestnut or a dogwood or an old-time, what we call serviceberries.  They have 
their place in all of our lives, and especially animals loves to eat the chestnuts.  
And in the mountains gray squirrels is something they hunt, and if a gray squirrel 
eats chestnuts, or hazelnuts, or beechnuts, their flesh is much sweeter than one 
that just lives on whatever they find—hickory nuts or anything.   (Ella Preston, 
Kentucky) 
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Like Ella, multiple people pointed out the shift in community values, economies, 
and out migration in the rural south.  Considering the shift in the economies of rural 
Appalachian communities away from subsistence farming to industry, there is a growing 
disconnect between the people of the region and the land they have inhabited and lived 
by for generations.  Many recognized that younger generations have never heard of the 
American chestnut tree (Table 3.11).  Some viewed this as a potential problem in raising 
community interest and support in the restoration of the native chestnut.   
 
Well, you’ve got two classes of people. One of them’s interested in trees and so 
on, and the others not.  Anybody that’s my age that ever had the experience of 
seeing the trees and eating the fruit would be really thrilled to see them come 
back.    Most of the people, the younger generation, has no knowledge of the trees. 
They can hear these tales like I’m a telling, but they have no actual experience.   
They just don’t care about them like we would.  I’ve got two children and when I 
make that turkey dressing, my son, he won’t eat it unless it’s got the chestnuts in 
it, and my daughter she wouldn’t eat it if it had it in it.  But then when she finally 
got a taste of it she said ‘yeah, I want the chestnuts in it.’  They like it.  But unless 
they get a taste of it, they won’t pay no attention to it.  (Eugene Day, Kentucky) 
 
Eulice Walker of Alabama, who like Day is not involved in chestnut restoration, 
shared a similar sentiment. 
 
No, most of this generation don’t know a thing about it.  I would like to see it 
restored.  That’s why I bought chestnut trees and tried to restore them here.  I 
doubt people would even care about it, to tell you the truth about it, but they 
might.  They might be somebody that cared about it.  If they knew about it, they 
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might be interested in it.  People not like they used to.  People used to take 
interest in stuff and do the best they could to get it to grow back.  But now they’ll 
order it from the store or something and think nothing about it.  (Eulice Walker, 
Alabama) 
 
In recognizing that most would not live to see the tree restored on a landscape 
level, many people noted that it would be increasingly important to engage younger 
generations in the effort.  Most people felt that because of the chestnut’s many good 
qualities, it would ultimately be possible to garner support needed for American chestnut 
restoration.  
Of those involved in chestnut restoration, many pointed out that the restoration of 
the tree represents a sort of legacy to be left to children and grandchildren.  Bob Cornett, 
who grew up in Hazard, Kentucky is very interested in seeing the American chestnut 
restoration project as a form of community building across Appalachia.     
 
They’re more self-reliant.  There’s more self-reliance left in the mountains.  
They’re less dependent on the government aside from the welfare sort of stuff we 
hear about, but when a job needs to be done, they do it the way they did in the old 
days.  If a barn needs to be built, they just get together and build it, or did.  There 
is an element of that left, and yes, that’s what I think we’ve got to build on.  I think 
if my dream holds up, and my guess is that it will, there will be community 
projects going on all over the American chestnut range from Georgia to Maine 
where you will have people cultivating chestnuts, cultivating small garden plot 
sizes of them, five or ten or fifteen trees, getting them big enough that they can 
sustain themselves without having to be tended to and if you’ve got them every 
two or three miles apart, then they’ll repopulate the mountains.  But we need the 
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people to come together voluntarily to get them started, to protect them from the 
deer, see that they get water if you have a drought and otherwise treat it like a 
garden crop, and I think that’s doable.  I think, I know, they will.  I’ve seen 
enough up there to know.   
It’s present in rural areas generally, but it’s more prevalent in the mountains than 
anywhere else in the country that I know about.  And so, yes I think that with the 
help of that chestnut project, the chestnut restoration, I think we can be a beacon, 
be an example for the whole rest of the country on how to take control of their 
lives back again. (Bob Cornett, Kentucky)  
 
Both those involved in restoration efforts and those unaware of TACF would like 
to see the tree restored, and for the most part were optimistic.  Potential future uses for 
the tree and reasons to bring it back were economic, ecological, aesthetic, and 
philosophical.  Interviewees recognized the importance in bringing back a lost species, 
and recognized changes across the cultural landscape that might impede or further 
success.  Concepts of time and legacy were strongly tied to their perspectives on 
restoration. 
 
But I think about those issues that will go along with this effort to bring it back. 
But in my mind it’s the right thing to do, it’s the only course of action that makes 
any sense. Man is the great destroyer, but we’re also the only ones who can 
restore it.  It’s going to be the human aspect of this thing rather than the science 
that going to be the real challenges, I think, in the years to come.  
And again it’s, it’s very significant that this is not a government entity that has 
done this, this is citizens that wanted to do something, operating on a shoestring 
really, but they have been able to pull it off by close adherence to the science. 
Hey, I think it’s a great example of what can be done to take care of the things we 
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value out there.  And that sounds awful grandiose, but I think that’s the nature of 
the thing, that’s the lesson that should come from this.  (Rex Mann, Kentucky) 
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CHAPTER IV. Discussion 
 
   Having archived the voices and indigenous knowledge of southern Appalachians 
in this Collection, it is now important to explore ways in which this work can be used as a 
tool to educate and connect people to the American chestnut.  This is particularly 
significant given that so few people have seen an American chestnut and understand its 
ecological and historic importance.  Story telling is capable of marrying people to their 
ecological communities, and has the potential to inspire involvement in this restoration 
effort.  There is a growing disconnect between people and place, and the stories of 
American chestnut recorded in this Oral History illustrate that truth. 
 
Extinction of Experience 
It is no surprise that human population growth has had direct and devastating 
effects on biodiversity.  Increased human population results in habitat loss, and increases 
in resource extraction and pollution (Wilson, 1999).  We are currently in the midst of the 
6th great mass extinction, distinct in that it is the first to be caused by a single species: 
man.  So, in trying to better understand and facilitate conservation efforts we must begin 
by taking a hard look at ourselves, and how we interact with the natural world.    
In recent years much academic research and literature has been devoted to 
garnering a better understanding of the psychology of conservation.  In 1993 E.O. Wilson 
introduced his “biophilia hypothesis,” the idea that there is an innate emotional affiliation 
between humans and other living things (Kellert & Wilson, 1993).  Biophilia is 
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commonly accepted and referenced as an explanation for why we appreciate nature and 
take action, or develop policy, for its protection.  As the many challenges surrounding 
biodiversity loss become increasingly important to explore, more research is dedicated to 
solving these problems rooted in culture.   
One explanation for the lack of concern for biodiversity loss is what Robert M. 
Pyle has coined “the extinction of experience.”  Increased urbanization and 
industrialization within the last century has resulted in an estrangement between people 
and nature (Turner, 2004).  Miller (2005) argues that if the natural world is not 
fundamental to people’s lives, it is not something that people will invest in or try to 
preserve.  By increasing these natural interactions, or experiences, it is more likely that 
conservation efforts will successfully occur (Stokes, 2006).  As biodiversity is lost, so 
with it is the opportunity for younger generations to experience nature.  Education alone 
does not provide a sufficient experience (Saunders, 2006).  The environmental literacy 
necessary to save biodiversity must be multidisciplinary, and focus on both human and 
natural processes within ecosystems. Environmental stewardship requires diverse 
methodology and collaboration to initiate more sustainable relationships between people 
and the natural world (Saunders, 2006).  This methodology includes story telling 
(Kearney, 1994).  An important issue facing conservation biology today is how to engage 
youth, and how they might gain experiences with the natural world to become future 
stewards.      
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George Ramseur, A retired Botany and Biology Professor at the University of the 
South, spoke to this “extinction of experience” in his interview when asked about youth 
and involvement in restoration efforts. 
 
The more people who know about things the more interest they’ll have in them, 
and that’s one of the things happening now -- well, I believe in too many 
contradictions I guess. One is that in the general population, the science of 
botany is unappreciated.  Lets put it that way. And I think there’s been a gradual 
decline in interest in botany. For example, the older a person is the more apt they 
are, lets say the earlier they graduated in college the more likely they are to have 
had a course in botany. Which means that there’s decline there.  On the other 
hand as I walk the trails around Sewanee, I see trails that just a few years ago 
were hardy discernable are now almost a highway, because so many people are 
out looking.   Now that doesn’t mean they’re all botanists but it means there’s an 
increased awareness of the natural world.  And a lot of those people indeed want 
to know what plants those are.  So there is a resurgence in interest in things 
natural. And I think there’s something inherent about the human being that does 
not thrive in big city concrete malls and all this. The natural world, and the more 
people know about it, the more interest they’re going to have and the more they’ll 
talk about it, and the most interest they’re going to generate. (George Ramseur, 
Tennessee) 
 
Ramseur suggests that though there is decline in interest in biology, the need for 
interaction with nature is not declining and may in fact be growing.  Human culture 
throughout time has shaped and been shaped by the natural world. Like American 
chestnut in Appalachia, the live oaks of the deep-south and ciebas of Guatemala are 
revered and celebrated in their communities (Anderson, 2003).  Similarly the history of 
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appreciation for avifauna in Central America, evident in folklore and indigenous 
knowledge, has facilitated habitat protection (Bonta, 2003).  Like the chestnut, these 
species are symbolic of place and are important parts of the cultural landscape.  Historic 
importance of tree species to indigenous culture suggests an ‘arboriphilia’ that when 
recognized and respected, can promote conservation efforts.  Indigenous knowledge, just 
like biodiversity, is being lost at unprecedented rates.  It is important to preserve both the 
species and indigenous knowledge as context for the importance of conservation.   
 
Role of Oral History in Restoration of American Chestnut 
In October of 2008 TACF celebrated its 25th Anniversary with a meeting in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee.  I conducted a series of abridged interviews at that time, and 
national TACF members were invited to share any chestnut memories they wanted to add 
to the Oral History Collection.  I also specifically asked about member’s motivation for 
involvement in the American Chestnut Foundation.  Nineteen TACF members were 
recorded at this meeting.  Many of the people interviewed at this meeting were directly 
involved with the foundation of TACF in 1983, and have served as past or present state 
chapter presidents.  In addition to these nineteen, seven TACF members were interviewed 
in full-schedule recordings.  This body of 26 interviewees was used in determining 
patterns for involvement in chestnut restoration and involvement in TACF.     
Interestingly, of these 26 total TACF members, the vast majority said that a story 
told to them by a parent, grandparent, or mentor in their youth sparked their interest in 
American chestnut and eventual involvement in the restoration effort (Table 4.1).  For 
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example, Rex Mann who started the Kentucky Chapter of TACF said his father’s passion 
for the tree motivated his interest in American chestnut and eventual involvement. 
 
The reason I joined, to start with, was the baggage I brought with me of what this 
tree meant. In a word it’s probably my dad. Just, because before he died we 
would talk about this, and man, he was really interested in it and knew nothing 
about it. It was hard to explain science to this old guy.  So the passion has always 
been here, but what’s fascinated me for the last 7 or 8 years is the actual job.  As 
a forester I’ve been involved in this all my life, planting trees or manipulating the 
forest. But the actual job of how we’re going to get this thing reestablished.  
Which is the goal of this group, not only to breed the tree, but to actually put it 
back in the woods. (Rex Mann, Kentucky) 
 
Harold Kemp remembers his early experiences growing up in Tennessee, and 
hearing stories of American chestnut from his grandfather.  
 
As a young man, a young boy growing up in the forties we didn’t have any 
television or any Nintendos.  I had to entertain myself in the woods, so I was 
trapping for mink and muskrats down on the creek, and sometimes I’d catch a 
coon down around the creek.  Up on the hills I was looking for foxes and 
opossums and whatever I could find.  And the woods had all these ol’ big dead 
trees in them and they fascinated me.  Just these great big ol’ stumps.  So I asked 
my granddaddy.  I start talking to him about them.  His name was Jeff Kemp.  But 
anyway, he would tell me about these trees, and he said when he was young--he 
was born in 1881.  When he was a young man he and his daddy and his brother 
cut one.  Took them three days to cut it with--just had one axe and one old saw, 
and he said when they got it down, he could lay down on the stump, and he was 
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six foot six inches tall, and there was a foot hanging off on either side of him.  So 
the trees always fascinated me.  I never saw a live one.  They were all dead.  
There would be some sprouts and things, but they would just die.  (Harold Kemp, 
Tennessee) 
 
Similarly, Randall Smith from Jackson County, Alabama first heard about the 
chestnut as a young man from his grandfather.   
 
I was sixteen years old, and I had to tear a fence row out and replace it with a 
new fence.  And I started this project, which was right on the side of the road, and 
I was taking out the old fence.  There was these fence posts that were very hard, 
and they were old.  You could tell by the weathering on the outside, but inside 
when I pulled the staples out, they were like really firm.  You could knock the dirt 
off of them, and you could tell they were solid.  So, I had a pile of really good 
posts, and then I had a pile of cedar that were breaking off and I burned those.  
But I kept these others, because I didn’t know what they were.  So I had a big 
stack of them, and I thought about burning them, and I said, “No, some of these 
are so good, I’m going to use them.”  They weren’t going to be my brace posts.  
So, my grandfather comes by on my mother’s side, he was born in 1897.  At 
sixteen or eighteen years of age in like 1913 or 15 before he was drafted into the 
army for the big war, he had put that fence in.  He had built that fence, and he 
said, “You know what these are that you’ve got stacked over here?”  And I said, 
“No, I don’t have a clue.  I just know that the wood when you take a knife or a 
hatchet and cut into them was like really oily.”  You could tell it was just-- I had 
never seen anything like it.  He said, “Those are American chestnut.  I split those 
rails and cut those fence posts when I was your age.” (Randall Smith, Alabama) 
 
  
66 
Tracey Coulter is an active member of the Pennsylvania chapter and is the 
daughter of Bud Coulter, one of the organization’s founding members.  Tracey speaks of 
the passion among TACF members for the American chestnut restoration work.  
 
But apart from the chestnut itself, what is remarkable in my mind about this 
organization is the people.  So many of the folks we work with are dedicating their 
retirement years to the restoration of a tree that they’ll never see grow.  And 
they’re really planting for the future, and I’m just in awe.  And it’s something they 
come from all walks of life, all levels of education, but you can speak a common 
language when you talk about the chestnut, and there’s that passion.  It’s just a 
great story. 
Dad used to say, “The nice thing about this organization is we’re not against 
anything.  We’re just for something.”  So, I hope to plant trees with my 
grandchildren, so they can watch them grow.  (Tracey Coulter, Pennsylvania) 
 
TACF members’ testaments suggest a distinctive and direct connection between 
chestnut restoration and family, youth, and storytelling.  This is documented not only in 
the southern Appalachian region but across TACF chapters nationwide.  This information 
is significant in considering the importance and potential of the American Chestnut Oral 
History Collection to promote involvement in restoration.  Recorded memories and first 
hand accounts can not only facilitate a better understanding of the tree’s cultural 
importance in the region, but may also be capable of inspiring and educating younger 
activists and conservationists.  Bob Cornett speaks to the importance of connecting 
people across generations through the chestnut restoration project in his interview.  
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However, it seems to me that just the connection between the generations is 
probably the key to it.  This connects the older people with the younger ones, in 
an effective natural kind of way, and without that connection they get 
disconnected. You don’t have kids out there planting a garden with grandparents 
anymore or with the adults, and that connection, I guess that is the single most 
key piece of this.  That’s what ties it, that’s the glue.  If there’s one piece of glue, 
that’s it.  It’s the generation connection.  If nothing were done, the tree could pass 
and the next generation of people your age or younger would barely know.  That 
would just be something they read about in a history book just like other things 
that are long gone.  This connection makes it real for the kids too. (Bob Cornett, 
Kentucky) 
 
The importance of recording these traditional uses of chestnuts and chestnut wood 
served as the basis for initiating this Oral History Collection.  These recordings confirm 
information previously published in journals and books about American chestnut in the 
mountain south.  Invaluable are the preserved voices in this collection, and the unique 
and nuanced stories about a way of life now largely extinct.  By 2030 the United Nations 
projects that 85% of North Americans and 60% of the world will live in urban areas (UN, 
2001).  In 1900 roughly 60% of the U.S. population was identified as rural, compared 
with the   approximately 20% of the population considered rural today (Hobbs, 2002).  
This increase in urbanization among populations across the world further exacerbates the 
extinction crisis, and just as importantly, the “extinction of experience.”  The approach 
taken in this oral history provides the lived-context stories necessary to sustain interest 
and investment in the restoration of the American chestnut.   
  
68 
I was fortunate to have the opportunity to sit down with the people interviewed in 
this oral history collection and hear these stories first hand.  This is the ideal way to learn 
about the importance of American chestnut to the people of the southern Appalachians.  
A visual or audible experience is second to being physically engaged in communication.  
The reality is that these stories are not accessible forever.  Some of the people 
interviewed in this Oral History collection have already passed away in the year since 
these interviews were conducted.  As enthusiasm and support grow, we hope to add 
additional materials, including video, to this oral history collection.  
 
Future Implications for American Chestnut Oral History Project 
Full audio interviews, photographs, video, and transcripts of interviews are 
available online for public use.  The site is accessible through the University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga and the American Chestnut Foundation websites.  An AP 
biology class at Cleveland High School in Cleveland, Tennessee has used this site for 
research and class projects.  The Whitley County Extension Agency in Kentucky has 
incorporated some of these interviews into their natural resource education.  A 
professional Chattanooga storyteller is currently listening to these interviews with the 
hopes of creating new performance pieces about the importance of American chestnut in 
the region.  A radio piece was produced based on these recordings and aired on WMMT, 
a community radio station in eastern Kentucky, in May 2009.  This piece is available to 
public and community radio stations for additional broadcast.  It is evident that there is 
interest in these stories, and accessibility is important to ensuring that the collection will 
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continue to educate and inspire.  The Collection will be permanently archived with 
Special Collections at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga’s Lupton Library.  The 
Collection will be free of any restrictions and available for use by researchers and 
scholars in the library under UTC’s rules of usage.     
The stories recorded in the American Chestnut Oral History are capable of 
connecting young people to the history of their region and cultivating an investment in 
American chestnut that a textbook or brochure cannot.  The southern Appalachian region 
has a long oral history tradition and the purpose of this Collection is to serve as a tool to 
better our collective understanding of the importance of native chestnut to our culture 
through the preservation of indigenous knowledge.     
The voices of those interviewed are as important as what is being said, and it is 
my hope that these stories and voices can continue to speak to the magnificence and 
importance of the American chestnut.  As was noted by many of the interviewees, there 
has been a shift away from these old-time ways of living, but the capacity of young 
people to appreciate their cultural heritage is in no way diminished.  As American 
chestnut once played an important role in the lives of southern communities, it is 
important to understand the relationship between this native tree and Appalachian culture 
as both evolve into the 21st century.  
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CHAPTER V. Conclusion 
“A lost art is just as tragic as a lost tree” 
Verlin Williams, Tennessee 
 
The American Chestnut Oral History Collection preserves the voices of fifty-two 
people who experienced the cultural importance and eventual loss of American chestnut 
in the southern Appalachians.  These recorded accounts articulate how the tree impacted 
and shaped a way of life that is specific to a certain place and time now far removed.  As 
there are increasingly fewer and fewer individuals who can remember the American 
chestnut tree, these stories become increasingly important in educating people about their 
heritage and cultural past.   
The American Chestnut Foundation began releasing blight resistant American 
hybrid trees to its members in 2009.  These hybrids are also being planted on National 
Forest land and at historic sites across its native range with hopes of successful 
naturalization.  While TACF is optimistic about the vitality of these trees, the only real 
way of knowing if the trees are successful is to monitor them - for the next 200 years.   
Like many in the environmental science field, these volunteers and members were 
first introduced to the American chestnut through an experience, or story, at a young age.  
In understanding the importance of these lived-context stories to conservation efforts, it is 
our responsibility to pass on these stories to younger generations so that they might 
continue to work towards restoration and better care for their environment.  The 
American Chestnut Oral History Collection is a significant and valuable contribution to 
our understanding of American chestnut in southern Appalachia.  
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Table 1.1.  The American Chestnut Foundation’s (TACF) membership between 1986 and 
2008.  Membership information from TACF Development Office. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Year   Number of TACF Members 
 
1986   300 
 
1987   550 
 
1992   1,600 
 
2000   4,400 
 
2002   5,000 
 
2005   More than 5,300 
 
2008   More than 6,000 
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Table 2.1.  Interviewee demographics for American Chestnut Oral History Project 
participants. Includes name, hometown, county, state, year of birth, and interview date. 
 
Name   Hometown  County  State  Birth   Interview 
C.E. Blevins  Apison   Hamilton Tennessee 1925 7.23.08 
Elsie Boggs  Cowan   Letcher  Kentucky 1918 8.29.08  
Elberta Broadway Ten Mile  Roane  Tennessee 1930s 5.16.08 
Ross Broadway  Ten Mile  Roane  Tennessee 1930s 5.16.08 
Wallace Coffey  Bristol   Sullivan  Tennessee 1940s 5.29.08 
Bob Cornett  Hazard   Perry  Kentucky 1929 5.24.08 
Eugene Day  Cowan   Letcher  Kentucky 1926 6.22.08  
Anderson Dye  Madisonville  Monroe  Tennessee 1917 5.16.08 
Clarence Ison  Ice  E Letcher  Kentucky 1916 6.16.08 
Geneva Ison  Kingdom Come  Letcher  Kentucky 1924 6.16.08 
Harding Ison  Kingdom Come  Letcher  Kentucky 1923 6.22.08 
Sara Ison  Ice   Letcher  Kentucky 1920 6.16.08 
Edwin Manchester Murphy   Cherokee North Carolina 1933 7.21.08 
Rex Mann  Waynesville  Haywood North Carolina 1944 5.22.08 
Linda McInturff  Blountville  Blount  Tennessee 1940s 5.16.08 
Sam McInturff  Blountville  Blount  Tennessee 1940s 5.16.08 
Frank Messer  Gallatin   Sumner  Tennessee 1927 12.9.08 
Bob Mosby  Tucker   DeKalb  Georgia  1922 5.19.08 
James Mullins  Haysi   Dickenson Virginia  1948 5.3.08 
David Patterson  Lookout Mountain Hamilton Tennessee 1950s 7.22.08 
Ella Preston  Cowan   Letcher  Kentucky 1916 8.29.08 
George Ramseur  Sewanee  Franklin  Tennessee 1926 7.29.08 
Bud Range  Johnson City   Washington Tennessee 1917 5.30.08 
Lee Sexton  Ulvah   Letcher  Kentucky 1928 6.21.08 
Harold Glenn Thomas Chestnut Ridge  Lincoln  Tennessee 1930 7.1.08 
Eulice Walker  Greasy Cove  Etowah  Alabama 1923 7.24.08 
Marie Smith Washburn Gallant   Etowah  Alabama 1916 12.3.08 
Robert Watts  Line Fork   Letcher  Kentucky 1930s 6.23.08 
Arles Weaver  Scottsville  Allen  Kentucky 1922 5.12.08 
Joyce Weaver  Scottsville  Allen  Kentucky 1920s 5.12.08 
Verlin Williams  Cleveland   Bradley  Tennessee 1947 8.5.08 
Emily Wright  Sequatchie  Sequatchie Tennessee 1930s 5.29.08 
Jim Wright  Sequatchie  Sequatchie Tennessee 1930s 5.29.08  
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Table 2.2. Interviewee demographics for TACF Member interviews at 25th Anniversary 
Meeting.  Includes name, state chapter affiliation, and interview date. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Name    State Chapter Affiliation   Interview Date 
Alex Day   Pennsylvania     10.24.2008 
Anne Page Haney  Georgia     10.25.2008 
Bill McDonald   West Virginia     10.25.2008 
Brian Smith   Virginia     10.25.2008 
Chandis Clinger  Pennsylvania     10.24.2008 
Don Willeke   Minnesota     10.25.2008 
Gary Carver   Maryland     10.25.2008 
Geoffrey Hill   Georgia     10.25.2008 
Grace Knight   Vermont     10.25.2008 
Harold Kemp   Tennessee     10.24.2008 
Hugh Irwin   North Carolina     10.26.2008 
Jamie Donalds   Massachusetts     10.26.2008 
Martin Rutter   Ohio      10.26.2008 
Brandon Rutter   Minnesota     10.26.2008 
Michael Doochin  Tennessee     10.24.2008 
Randall Smith   Alabama     10.25.2008 
Tracey Coulter   Pennsylvania     10.24.2008 
Victor Davis   Tennessee     10.26.2008 
William White   Virginia     10.25.2008 
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Table 3.1.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut Abundance, Size and 
Growth Habits. 
 
Where Chestnut Grew  Number of References  Interviewees 
Ridges                                              5     Day, Walker, Thomas, Mullins, 
Watts 
 
Hollers/ Coves   4    H.Ison, Walker, Dye, Coffey 
 
Knobs/ Hills/ Bluff  3    Dye, Thomas, Sexton, Walker 
 
Higher Elevations  2    Ramseur, Coffey 
 
Sandstone soils   1    Ramseur 
 
Next to Creek   1    Sexton 
 
Diameter of Trees  Number of References  Interviewees 
4-5 feet    6    Range, Blevins, Manchester,  
Walker, Messer, Watts 
 
Took 2 men to cut with saw 3    Dye, Walker, Messer 
 
9 feet    1    Weaver 
 
7 feet    1    Day 
 
6-8 feet    1    Mullins 
 
2-3 feet    1    H.Ison 
 
Height of Trees   Number of References  Interviewees 
~100 ft tall   3    Day, Watts, Coffey  
 
50-60 ft tall   1    Walker 
 
Twice as tall as other trees  1    J.Wright 
 
Indication of Abundance  Number of References  Interviewees 
Specific Chestnut Places Names 6    H.Ison, Thomas, A.Weaver,  
McInturff, Range, Manchester 
 
Sprouts still everywhere  4    Mullins, Mosby, S.McInturff,  
Williams 
 
~25% of Trees a Chestnut  4    Dye, Watts, Coffey, Cornett 
  
‘the snow was in the mountains’ 2    Day, Watts 
 
Property Markers/ Witness Trees 2    J.Wright, Coffey 
 
Only grew in specific patches 2    Walker, Washburn 
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Table 3.2.  Interviewee’s explicit responses to Gathering and Storing Chestnuts. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Where Gathered Chestnuts Number of References  Interviewees 
From Specific Trees   10    Weaver, Blevins, Preston, Boggs,  
Messer, G. Ison, Sexton, 
L.McInturff, S.Ison, Williams 
 
Out in the Woods   4    Dye, Day, H. Ison, Thomas 
 
What Gathered Chestnuts In Number of References  Interviewees 
Feed/ Flour Sack   9    Dye, Blevins, Patterson, Preston,  
Day, G.Ison, Washburn, S.Ison, 
Williams  
 
Bucket    2    H.Ison, Sexton 
 
In Hands/ Pockets  2    A.Weaver, H.Ison 
 
Shoebox    1    A.Weaver 
 
Associations with Gathering Number of References  Interviewees 
Burrs in Hands or Feet  14    Washburn, Mann, R.Broadway,  
Walker, G.Ison, Messer, H.Ison, 
Thomas, Dye, Range, Blevins, 
Sexton, Boggs, Preston 
 
Using Hammers/ Rocks  4    Range, G.Ison, Blevins, Walker 
 
Had to climb tree to thrash out 4    A.Weaver, S.Ison, Manchester,  
Washburn 
 
Had to beat animals to nuts 2    Messer, S.Ison 
 
Stealing nuts from squirrels 2    Day, Williams 
 
Gathering after first frost  2    Preston, Washburn 
 
Storing Chestnuts  Number of References  Interviewees 
Hung in sack   4    Dye, Thomas, Washburn, S.Ison 
 
Box    3    A.Weaver, Day, Thomas  
 
No storage/ ate too quickly 3    Boggs, Walker, G.Ison 
 
Barrel /tin /pot   2    H.Ison, Thomas 
 
In closet    1    Preston 
 
String up on a string  1    Messer 
 
Basement   1    Thomas 
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Table 3.3.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Trading and Selling Chestnuts. 
 
Traded Chestnuts To-  Number of References  Interviewees 
No Trading or Selling  10    A.Weaver, Blevins, Day, H.Ison,  
G.Ison, S.Ison, Messer, Washburn, 
S.McInturff, R.Broadway  
 
Local Grocery/Stores  8    Dye, J.Weaver, Thomas, Range,  
Patterson, Manchester, 
L.McInturff, Mullins 
 
Sold in Larger Cities  2    Mann, Ramseur 
 
Traveling Peddler  1    Walker 
 
Traded Chestnuts For-  Number of References  Interviewees 
Coffee    2    Dye, Walker 
 
Sugar    2    Dye, Walker 
 
Tobacco    1    Dye 
 
Pump Organ   1    Manchester 
 
.25 Cents   1    Walker 
 
Salt    1    Mullins 
 
Groceries   1    Thomas 
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Table 3.4.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut and Tanning Leather. 
 
Response    Number of References  Interviewees 
Aware of use, but no specific memories 8    Dye, Ramseur, Thomas,  
Range, Manchester, 
E.Wright, Sexton, 
Washburn 
 
Grandfather logged for Chestnut Tannery 1    Messer 
 
Associations    Number of References  Interviewees 
Used chestnut bark   4    Dye, Range, Ramseur,  
Thomas 
 
Used acid in wood   2    Messer, E.Wright 
 
Native American     1    Dye 
 
Used sap in wood   1    Mullins 
 
Chestnut blight closed tanneries  1    Manchester 
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Table 3.5.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Eating Chestnuts. 
 
Response   Number of References  Interviewees 
Ate boiled   16    Dye, Blevins, Manchester, Preston,  
Boggs, Day, Walker, Messer, 
H.Ison, Mullins, Sexton, 
Washburn, S.McInturff, 
L.Mcinturff, S.Ison, Williams 
 
Ate raw    15    Dye, Range, Blevins, Patterson,  
Messer, G.Ison, Ramseur, H.Ison, 
Thomas, Washburn, S.McInturff, 
S.Ison, Williams, A.Weaver, 
Preston   
 
Roasted in fireplace  11    Dye, Blevins, Manchester, Boggs,  
Walker, G.Ison, H.Ison, Mullins, 
Sexton, Washburn, S.McInturff 
 
Ate as a ‘snack’   7    Dye, Boggs, Messer, H.Ison,  
Washburn, Watts, S.Ison   
 
American chestnut better  7    Range, Patterson, Boggs, Day, 
tasting than Asian      H.Ison, Washburn, S.Ison 
       
 
Better when cured/ dry  5    A.Weaver, Day, Thomas, Dye,  
Messer  
 
Baking/ Breads/ Cakes  4    Day, Williams, Manchester,  
Ramseur 
 
Ate in thanksgiving dressing 3    J.Wright, Day, Blevins 
 
Ate at Christmas   3    Day, Mullins, Washburn 
 
Bake in Stove   2    H.Ison, S.Ison 
 
Cooked with vegetables  1    Range 
 
Cough syrup recipe (leaves) 1    Boggs 
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Table 3.6.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Livestock and Wildlife Importance. 
 
Animals that ate chestnuts Number of References  Interviewees 
Hogs    26    Dye, A.Weaver, J.Weaver, Blevins,  
Patterson, Manchester, Preston, 
Boggs, Day, Messer, Ramseur, 
H.Ison, Thomas, Mullins, 
E.Wright, Sexton, Washburn, 
Watts, S.Ison, C.Ison, Williams, 
Coffey, Cornett, Range, G.Ison, 
Mann 
 
Squirrels   6    Weaver, Preston, Walker, H.Ison,  
Sexton, Williams 
 
Turkey    6    Manchester, Ramseur, H.Ison,  
Watts,Williams, Mann 
 
Deer    4    Walker, Ramseur, Watts, Williams 
 
Cows    2    Walker, H.Ison 
 
Sap Sucker and Crow  1    H.Ison 
 
Passenger Pigeon   1    Coffey 
 
Habitat in dead chestnut  Number of References  Interviewees 
 
Squirrel/Chipmunk  3    Sexton, Williams, Day 
 
Yonahlossee Salamander   1    Coffey 
(Plethadon yonahlossee)   
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Table 3.7. Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut Wood and Building 
 
What Built with Chestnut Number of  References  Interviewees 
Fences/ Fence Posts  19    Dye, A.Weaver, Range, Blevins,  
Patterson, Preston, Day, Walker, 
Messer, G.Ison, Ramseur, H. Ison, 
Thomas, Mullins, E.Wright, 
Sexton, Mann, Watts, R.Broadway 
 
Houses/ Cabins   13    Range, Patterson, Manchester, Day,  
Messer, Ramseur, H.Ison, Mullins, 
Mann, Watts, R.Broadway, 
Williams, Coffey  
 
Furniture  Furniture   12    Dye, Weaver, Blevins, Patterson,  
Manchester, Day, Ramseur, 
Messer, E.Wright, Sexton, 
R.Broadway, Coffey 
 
Barns    11    Dye, Weaver, Patterson, Mann, 
Manchester, Preston, Messer, 
H.Ison, Mullins, Watts, 
R.Broadway 
 
Shingles/ Shakes   5    Patterson, Preston, Day, Mullins,  
Mann 
 
Telephone Poles   2    E.Wright, Mullins 
 
Railroad Ties   2    Mullins, Mann 
 
Gun Cabinets/ Gun Racks  2    Day, Mullins 
 
Dulcimers   2    Sexton, Preston 
 
Sled    2    Preston, H.Ison 
 
Burn Tobacco Bed  2    Weaver, Thomas 
 
Handles    2    Blevins, Walker 
 
Mining Timbers/ Supports  1    Mullins 
 
Butter Churn   1    Blevins 
 
Cabinets    1    Manchester 
 
Hog Pen    1    H.Ison 
 
Bee Hive Frames   1    Mullins 
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Table 3.7. Continued.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut Wood and 
Building 
 
Why Built with Chestnut  Number of References  Interviewees 
Long Lasting/ Rot Resistant 12    Weaver, Range, Patterson,  
Manchester, Preston, Walker, 
Messer, Ramseur, Mullins, 
E.Wright, Mann, R.Broadway 
 
Easy to Split (soft, straight grained) 10    Dye, A.Weaver, Manchester,  
Preston, Messer, Ramseur, H.Ison, 
Thomas, Mullins, Mann 
 
Beauty of Wood   7    Blevins, Range, Patterson,  
Manchester, Mullins, Sexton, 
E.Broadway 
 
Fast Growing/ Plentiful  6    Patterson, Day, Preston, H.Ison,  
R.Broadway, Coffey 
 
Strong    2    Dye, Range 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 3.8.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Chestnut as Firewood.  
 
What used for  Number of References  Interviewees 
Kindling  6    Blevins, Preston, Messer, H.Ison, Sexton,  
S.Ison 
 
Stove Wood  4    Dye, Messer, H.Ison, Williams 
 
‘Pop and Crack’  4    Dye, Manchester, R.Broadway, McInturff 
 
Moonshining  3    Sexton, Williams, Messer 
 
Not good for burning in 3    Sexton, R.Broadway, Dye 
Open fireplace 
 
Burn old rails  2    Messer, Mullins 
 
Campfire wood  1    Mosby 
 
Burn burrs in fireplace 1    Walker 
 
Why used chestnut Number of References  Interviewees 
Easy to Split  6    Dye, Mosby, Williams, Preston, Messer,  
Mullins 
 
Rot Resistant  4    Mosby, Blevins, Preston, Mullins 
 
Doesn’t smoke a lot 2    Messer, Williams 
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Table 3.9.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Community and Familial Importance. 
 
Response    Number of References  Interviewees 
Association with specific community/ 15    Dye, A.Weaver, J.Weaver, 
family gathering or event       Range, Walker, H.Ison,  
Thomas, Mullins, Sexton, 
Washburn, Mann, 
L.McInturff, Williams, 
S.Ison, S.McInturff 
 
Specific Chestnut Places Names  6    H.Ison, Thomas,  
A.Weaver, S.McInturff, 
Range, Manchester 
 
Specific childhood games   4    A.Weaver, Sexton,  
H.Ison, Blevins 
 
Association with Thanksgiving  4    J.Wright, Day, Blevins,  
E.Wright 
 
Association with Christmas  3    Day, Mullins, Washburn 
 
Poems/ songs    1    A.Weaver 
 
Chestnut restoration as community   1    Cornett 
building tool         
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Table 3.10.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Responses to and Memories of 
Chestnut Blight. 
 
When Blight Hit    Number of References  Interviewees 
Early-mid 1930    8    A.Weaver, Blevins,  
Boggs, Walker, Thomas, 
R.Broadway, S.Ison, 
Coffey 
 
Late 1920      6    Dye, Preston, Messer,  
Mullins, Washburn, Day  
 
Specific Visual Associations  Number of References  Interviewees 
Dead Snags/ stumps                                       22    Ramseur, Dye, A.Weaver,  
Cornett, Range, Blevins, 
Manchester, Preston, 
Boggs, Day, Walker, 
Messer, G.Ison, H.Ison, 
Ramseur, Thomas, 
Mullins, E.Wright, 
Sexton, S.McInturff, 
Williams, Coffey 
 
Increased logging after Blight  6    Day, Dye, Blevins.  
H.Ison, J.Wright, Watts 
 
 ‘Skeletons’    2    Dye, Manchester 
 
‘Tombstones’    1    A.Weaver 
 
‘Old Grey Ghosts’   1    Mann 
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Table 3.10 Continued.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Responses to and 
Memories of Chestnut Blight. 
 
 Sentiment    Number of References  Interviewees 
Nothing you could do/ had to accept it 9    Dye, Range, Day, H.Ison,  
Washburn, Mann, 
R.Broadway, S.McInturff, 
S.Ison 
 
 ‘Sad’/’pitiful’/’lament’/’scary’  7    A.Weaver, Cornett,  
Blevins, Mullins, 
R.Broadway, Mann, Dye  
 
Didn’t Understand Why/   6    Dye, Walker, G.Ison, 
Didn’t know what was happening      Sexton, Washburn, S.Ison 
 
‘Worried’/ ‘concerned’/’devastating’ 6    Boggs, Walker, H.Ison,  
Washburn, Watts, 
Williams 
 
‘Loss’     5    Blevins, Messer, H.Ison,  
Thomas, Williams 
 
  
‘Greif’/ ‘missed them’/   5    Blevins, G.Ison, Thomas,  
‘hated to see them go’/’upset’      J.Wright, Boggs  
 
‘Tragedy’/ ‘Catastrophe’   4    Blevins, Boggs, Ramseur,  
Williams   
 
Likened to human death   1    Blevins  
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3.11. Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Thought on Restoration and Future Roles 
of  Chestnut. 
 
Level of Involvement in TACF  Number of References  Interviewees 
Not involved in TACF   22    Sexton, G.Ison, H.Ison,  
S.Ison, C.Ison, Thomas, 
Preston, Boggs, Blevins, 
Messer, Mosby, Day, 
Walker, Range, Ramseur, 
Mullins, Coffey, J.Wright, 
E.Wright, Williams, 
Washburn, Watts 
 
TACF Member/                                              10    Manchester, Mann, 
Involved in Restoration       Cornett,Patterson,  
A.Weaver, L.McInturff, 
S.McInturff, R.Broadway, 
E.Broadway, J.Weaver 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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3.11.  Continued.  Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Thought on Restoration and 
Future Roles of  Chestnut. 
 
Thoughts on Restoration   Number of References  Interviewees 
Encouraging/ supportive/ hopeful/  14    Cornett, Mosby, Preston,  
Have faith in TACF        Walker, G.Ison, Ramseur,  
H.Ison, Mullins, E.Wright, 
Mann, Watts, Williams, 
R.Broadway, S.McInturff 
 
Younger people uninformed/ uninterested  12    Mosby, Range, Patterson,  
Watts, Manchester, 
Preston, Day, Walker, 
Messer, Thomas, 
E.Wright, Sexton 
 
Develop additional interest in TACF  10    Patterson, Day, Walker,  
Through education/ sharing stories       Thomas, Mann, Watts,   
Ramseur, R.Broadway, 
S.McInturff, Williams 
 
Recognize that restoration won’t  8    Range, Patterson, Preston,  
Happen in their lifetime     Ramseur, H.Ison, Mullins,  
Sexton, Watts 
 
TACF effort will be successful  8    Cornett, A.Weaver,  
Range, Patterson, 
Manchester, Mullins, 
Mann, Williams 
 
Doubtful/ unsure of TACF’s success 6     Mosby, Boggs, Day,  
Walker, Thomas, Coffey 
 
 
Chestnut restoration sets example for  6    Ramseur, E.Wright, Mann 
the restoration of other threatened species     Cornett, Range, Patterson  
 
   
Will easily get people interested in TACF  6    Cornett, Manchester,  
Ramseur, H.Ison, Mann, 
Watts  
 
Interest in Gene Manipulation possibilities 2     Ramseur, Man 
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3.11. Continued. Interviewee’s explicit responses specific to Thought on Restoration and 
Future Roles of  Chestnut. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Value of Chestnut once restored  Number of References  Interviewees 
 
Timber value/ building material                     16    A.Weaver, Mosby,  
Blevins, Patterson, 
Manchester, Day, Messer, 
Cornett, G.Ison, H.Ison, 
Mullins, E.Wright, 
Washburn, Mann, 
R.Broadway, S.McInturff 
 
Value of nuts as food/ commodity  8    Range, Manchester,  
G.Ison, H.Ison,  
Mullins, J.Wright, 
Washburn, S.Ison 
 
Wildlife/ ecological value   8    Patterson, Manchester,  
Cornett, H.Ison, Mann, 
Watts, Williams, J.Wright 
 
Beauty of chestnut   4     Mosby, Patterson,  
J.Wright, S.McInturff 
 
Spiritual value    3     Patterson, S.Ison, Mann 
 
Livestock value    1     J.Wright 
 
Symbolic of hope    1    Patterson  
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Table 4.1.  The American Chestnut Foundation member responses to question,  
“What motivated you to get involved in the chestnut restoration effort?” 
 
Sited Motivation for Involvement  Number of References  Interviewees 
Parents     13    Mann, Clinger, Coulter,  
Day, Irwin, S.McInturff, 
L.McInturff, R.Broadway, 
E.Broadway, Manchester, 
Patterson, Cornett, 
B.Rutter 
 
Grandparents    5    Kemp, Knight, Haney,  
R.Smith, Doochin,  
 
Work Related    4    Davis, McDonald, White,  
Willeke 
 
Camp Counselor    2    Donalds, Carver 
 
College Professor   1    B.Smith    
 
Friend     1    Hill 
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Figure 1.1    Range of American chestnut, Castanea dentata. 
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Figure 1.2 . Spatial distribution of density of American chestnut-related place names (top 
10 and 20% quartile) and the natural range of American chestnut. Fei, 2007. 
  
92 
 
 
Figure 1.3.  Chapters and Offices of The American Chestnut Foundation. 
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Figure 1.4.  American Chestnut Foundation’s Backcross Breeding Program. 
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Figure 2.1. American Chestnut Oral History Study area including counties in which 
interviews were conducted. 
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APPENDIX E: Interview Schedule 
I. Introduction 
A. Bethany Baxter 
1. Statement of purpose and confidentiality 
 
II. Background 
A. Gather personal background information about interviewee such as: hometown, 
education, livelihood etc.. 
 
III. Economic Significance of Chestnut pre - blight 
A. Do you have first hand memories of American Chestnuts? How was it used? 
-wood? 
-nuts? 
B. Second hand memories? 
C. What was the economic significance of Chestnut in your household? Community? 
D. How were the nuts prepared and eaten? 
E. How were nuts harvested and stored? 
F. Significance of Chestnut vs. other building materials, crops, feeds? 
 
IV. Economic significance of loss of Chestnut 
A. Do you remember the blight? 
B. Did the loss of the Chestnut have an economic impact on you directly? Your 
community? 
C. What replaced Chestnut economically? What filled its role? 
 
V. Cultural and Community significance of Chestnut 
A. Cultural uses for Chestnut? Sense of identity? 
B. Celebrations, gatherings, songs, sayings, folklore? 
C. Changes in sense of place post blight? 
 
VI. Attitudes, Concerns, and Feelings about Chestnut Restoration efforts 
A. Are you aware of the restoration efforts? Taking part in them? 
B. Is it important to restore this tree in the southern Appalachians? Why? 
C. Do you think it will be successful? What economic and cultural role might it have 
in the 21st Century? 
D. Any Concerns about restoration? Genetic modification? 
 
VII. Conclusion 
A. Expression of thanks for the interview. 
B. Are there any other people in this area that we should speak with? 
 
Further Use Justification 
The key objective of these interviews is to serve as a research tool to document 
memories of the American chestnut as a major resource to people of the southern 
Appalachian region.  The information obtained in these interviews is to be retained and 
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made available for further use in efforts to promote a better understanding of the role 
of the American chestnut in Appalachian culture. The interviews will be conducted at 
the convenience of the participant and in comfortable, familiar settings, preferably the 
participant’s home or by telephone. The recordings are intended to capture the detail 
of the person’s memories and experiences. All participants will be required to sign 
informed consent and release forms stating their complete understanding of the intent 
and use of the research. Interviewees may obtain a copy of the finished report from 
Bethany Baxter, the primary researcher at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga. 
Addresses and contact information can be destroyed after the interviewing process. 
 
 
